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Historically, identifying solutions to the achievement gap between Black and White 
students has plagued education. Twenty-first century challenges have emerged to include 
an achievement gap between Black and Hispanic students in literacy as early as 4th 
grade. Limited research exists on the use of English language learner (ELL) instructional 
strategies with Black standard English learners (SELs). This project study narrows the 
gap in previous research. The goal was to use a collective case study approach to 
investigate the professional development needs of the Northeast School District through 
the perspective of 5 Title I, ELL, kindergarten through sixth-grade elementary school 
principals. Social constructivism guided the theoretical framework. The research 
questions focused on principals’ perceptions of the effect of ELL strategies on Hispanic 
ELL literacy rates and the benefits of systemic professional development on using ELL 
strategies for Black SELs. Data were collected from the principals through a focus group 
discussion and 5 semi-structured interviews. The data were then transcribed and coded to 
establish themes, based on the participants’ perceptions. The major themes centered on 
the need for teachers to understand and incorporate their student culture in lessons 
through cultural proficiency; the instructional benefits for Black SELs in ELL 
classrooms; and the importance of consistent, applicable, systemic professional 
development. School districts may use these findings results to make decisions on 
systemic professional development for elementary school administrators and teachers, 
with positive results for Black SEL proficiency in literacy. 
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Section 1: The Problem 
Introduction 
The success of most public schools is measured by their abilities to meet or surpass the 
annual measurable objective (AMO) on state assessments. Established in 2001, No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) was designed to hold local educational agencies (LEAs) accountable through 
improved standards and decreasing achievement gaps. However, the assessment results were 
counterproductive to the intent of this legislation for fourth-grade reading achievement (Dee & 
Jacobs, 2011). NCLB requirements became barriers to innovative state and local reform needed 
to increase student achievement (Cummins, 2009). Currently, 34 states and the District of 
Columbia have received approval for the United States Department of Education Flexibility 
Waiver. The Northeast School District that will be the focus of this study is in a state currently 
operating under the flexibility waiver. Specifically, this waiver removes the school improvement 
process and adequate yearly progress (AYP) from the state’s accountability system. This system 
was replaced with the school performance index, which provides direct attention to the lowest 
performing schools. In addition, all schools are now measured by student success rates in 
reference to the AMO set by each school, rather than a statewide target (Community Research 
Partner, 2014). 
From Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) to the NCLB (2001) legislation, the focus has been on 
the achievement gap between Black and White students. However, as the population of the 
United States continues to diversify, there has been an additional focus on the achievement gap 
between White and Hispanic students. Hemphill and Vanneman (2011) stated, “Hispanics are the 




population in the United States increased to 50.5 million (Ennis, Rios-Vargas, & Albert, 2011). 
The growth rate of the Hispanic population is now four times that of the total population of the 
United States (Ennis et al., 2011). The growth of the Hispanic population increases the 
responsibility of public schools to ensure the academic success of Hispanic students. As with the 
population of African American students, the achievement gap also exists between White and 
Hispanic students (National Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 2013). 
In 2013, the NAEP was administered to fourth-grade elementary students. The results 
indicated a 26-point achievement gap between Black and White students, as well as a 25-point  
achievement gap between White and Hispanic students in average scale scores (Hemphill & 
Vanneman, 2011). Table 1 describes the national fourth-grade reading assessment data from 
1992–2013. Of the13 administrations of the assessment from 1992–2013, a small achievement 
gap is prevalent between Black and Hispanic students. This gap fluctuated between two and six 
points, with Hispanic students maintaining an average score higher than Blacks 9 of the 13 years. 









NAEP Average Scale Scores for Reading, Grade 4, by Race/Ethnicity to Report Trends, Year, 
and Jurisdiction: 2013, 2011, 2009, 2007, 2005, 2003, 2002, 2000, 1998, 1994, and 1992. 
                                                     
    
Year White Black Hispanic 

























































































Note. Scale ranges from 0–500. Black includes African American, Hispanic includes Latino. 
Race categories exclude Hispanic origin. The NAEP Reading scale ranges from 0–500. Source. 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2013. 
 
 
Definition of the Problem 
This project study focused on a five large, Title I, ELL elementary schools in an urban 
public school district in the northeast United States. Specifically, data were gathered on the 




increasing literacy rates on standardized assessments, through professional development for 
administrators and teachers on using ELL strategies for Black students. Concerns related to this 
issue were the topic of informal discussion at the 2011–2012 and 2012– 2013 end-of-year 
principals’ meetings in the Northeast School District. Four principals from Title I schools, 
including the researcher, expressed concern about the Black and Hispanic achievement gap 
indicated by their schools’ state assessment data for reading. The principals questioned the 
preparedness of teachers to increase literacy rates for both populations and decrease the 
achievement gap between the two. The discussions revealed the strong presence of systemic 
professional development on the upcoming Common Core standards. However, there was an 
absence of planned professional development to assist administrators in preparing teachers to 
move Black readers from “learning to read to reading to learn” (Suhr, Hernandez, Grimes, & 
Warschauer, 2010, p. 6).  
In addition, these principals discussed the lack of consistent systemic professional 
development throughout the school year and limited number of days with which administrators 
were provided to implement follow-up sessions in individual schools. To date, systemic 
professional development has continued on the original schedule of 3 days per year for school-
wide sessions. A need for professional development prior to the academic school year and 






Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level  
A review of state assessment data for one of the leading 10 public school systems in the 
United States illustrated a Hispanic and Black achievement gap in reading at the fourth-grade 
level, as seen in national reading data (Community Research Partner, 2013). The northeast state 
maintained a curriculum standard that is the foundation for all instruction in its public schools. 
Despite using and implementing common standards, the achievement gap in reading, from  
2011–2013, was prevalent. In 2011, new baseline data were set for each school. This change was 
a part of a new school improvement process where each school is measured against its own 
AMO targets. Table 2 illustrates the trends (for 3 years) for this northeast school system and 
includes fourth-grade reading achievement data for White, Black, and Hispanic students. 
Although only 3 years of state-level data were available, the Hispanic and Black achievement 









































Note. The data reflect the percentage of each total population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment. Source. Community Research Partner, 2014. 
 
With more than 200 schools and approximately 120,000 students, the school district in 
this study is considered one of the 25 largest public school systems in the United States. 
Although this district sustains a predominantly African American population, the Hispanic and 
Black achievement gap exists at the district level and in at least five elementary schools. Table 3 




































Two or More Races 
 
1.7% 
Note. The data reflect the percentage of students of each ethnicity enrolled in the Northeast 
School District. Source. Community Research Partner, 2014. 
 
The demographic data indicated that this school district is predominantly composed of Black 
students; however, Hispanic students constitute almost 25% of the total population. Some 
principals are concerned about the instructional strategies needed to increase the achievement of 
both subgroups, because of their overall lag in achievement behind White students. Table 4 
provides district data on the percentage of students who are demonstrating proficiency on the 
fourth-grade state reading assessment. Table 4 also provides evidence of the Black and White, 
Hispanic and White, and Black and Hispanic achievement gaps for this northeast school district 









































Note. The data reflect the percentage of each population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment in a school in the Northeast School District. Source. Community 
Research Partner, 2014 
 
Although the size of the achievement gap differed, the data revealed the consistent Black and 
Hispanic achievement gap for the last 3 years for fourth-grade students.  
 Specific evidence of this gap existed within elementary schools in this school district. 
Tables 5 through 9 represent the Black and Hispanic achievement gap at the fourth-grade level 
during a 3-year timeframe for five different Title I schools in the northeast school district. The 
demographics of each school differed but all manifested the consistent common factor of a Black 
and Hispanic achievement gap. The data for the population of White students were not included 
in the tables because, based on the reporting requirements, there were too few students and the 

































Note. The data reflect the percentage of each total population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment in a school in the Northeast School District. Source. Community 










2011–2013 School 2 Reading Assessment Data Grade 4: Students Scoring Proficient and 
Advanced	  

























Note. The data reflect the percentage of each total population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment in a school in the Northeast School District. Source. Community 








2011–2013 School 3 Reading Assessment Data Grade 4: Students Scoring Proficient and 
Advanced	  

























Note. The data reflects the percentage of each total population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment in a school in the Northeast School District. Source. Community 


















2011–2013 School 4 Reading Assessment Data Grade 4: Students Scoring Proficient and 
Advanced	  

























Note. The data reflect the percentage of each total population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment in a school in the Northeast School District. Source. 








2011–2013 School 5 Reading Assessment Data Grade 4: Students Scoring Proficient and 
Advanced	  

























Note. The data reflect the percentage of each total population scoring proficient on the 
Northeast State Assessment in a school in the Northeast School District. Source. 
Community Research Partner, 2014. 
According to Title I principals in this northeast school district, literacy proficiency rates 
have increased among Hispanic students because the population includes students previously 
receiving English language learner (ELL) services. Due to these students’ mastery of the World-
Class Instructional Design Assessment - Assessing Comprehension and Communication in 
English State-to-State for English language learners (WIDA ACCESS), they were exited from 
the ELL program (WIDA, 2014). I believe there is a need for additional professional 
development opportunities on the use of ELL strategies to raise the student achievement scores 
of struggling Black standard English learners (SELs). By empowering general education teachers 
with the same strategies implemented through the ELL program, a strong foundation is built for 
these students to advance their academic achievement through language development (WIDA 
Consortium, 2014).  
 Professional development in this school district was limited by top-level reorganization, 
time allotted for professional development, union contracts, and consistent focus and monitoring 




changes in executive level administration from June 2012 to August 2013, the district maintained 
a general vision and mission for students, but lacked specific details for specific subgroups of 
students in the areas of academic progress. Professional development was limited to three half-
days per year. An opportune time for professional development in schools would be during staff 
meetings; however union contracts limit the amount of time principals can retain staff for 
monthly meetings. Therefore, staff meetings are restricted to 2 hours a month and regulated by 
start and end times based on the end of the school day. Short time allotments cause difficulty in 
providing school level professional development to build teacher capacity. Many initiatives have 
been implemented in the district, but few last longer than two years and none have been 
monitored for effectiveness. Finally, of the systemic professional development provided to 
general education teachers, none has included ELL strategies. ELL students are struggling 
readers, as are the Black students. Professional development for administrators and teachers on 
these strategies will enhance the educators’ toolkit. By mastering ELL instructional strategies for 
use with Black SEL students, principals can provide professional development to their staffs and 
begin to increase the literacy rates for Black students.  
Evidence of the Problem From the Professional Literature 
The achievement gap has been referred to as a discrepancy in educational attainment 
between White students and minority students (Collopy, Bowman, & Taylor, 2012). For 30 
years, research on the achievement gap morphed from a focus on the U.S. educational system as 
it relates to the rest of the world, to a focus on the Black and White achievement gap. With the 
growing Hispanic population, there is an increased emphasis on the Hispanic and White 




2011; Rojas-Lebouef & Slate, 2012). From its inception to the present, NCLB (2002) legislation 
continues to use data to expose achievement gaps between students of color and White students, 
and among minority groups. Overall, these studies are limited to identifying the size of the 
achievement gaps, and explaining trends throughout time. Studies have not included the 
strategies that increase student achievement, and therefore do not contribute to decreasing those 
gaps. 
 Educational literature is also replete with conceptual and theoretical frameworks, as well 
as research recommendations for improving student achievement; however gaps still remain 
(Jackson & Ash, 2012; Madrid, 2011). Many of the recommendations to decrease the 
achievement gaps include exploration of school, family, and social variables (Condron, Tope, 
Steidl, & Freeman, 2013). The conceptual and theoretical frameworks involving the achievement 
gap in literacy are centered within social constructivism. The frameworks also focus on the fact 
that “educators roles are embedded within and influenced by larger society, the school, and 
diverse communities” when working to improve minority students’ literacy attainment (Au, 
1998, p. 306; Daniels, 1996; Ogbu, 2003; Spivey, 1997). As a result, recommendations do not 
provide specific instructional strategies to increase literacy skills, and require that educators take 
on societal and community factors grounded in a history of inequities that cannot be solved in the 
classroom. 
Both Longo (2010) and Cummins (2011) found a connection between low academic 
achievement and pedagogy. Longo discussed the impasse of transmission-oriented instruction 
versus creative instruction. The problem with the underachievement of Hispanic and Black 




prepares students for high-stakes testing, and requires teachers to “teach to the test” and “focus 
on drill and practice instructional activities” (Longo, 2010, p. 54). Transmission-oriented 
instruction does not allow students to experience engagement and “further increases the disparity 
in Black and Hispanic students’ academic achievement” (Cummins, 2009, p. 39). Longo states 
the need for more creative methods of instruction that also ensure student achievement. 
Cummins (2011) suggested “literacy engagement” as a principal factor “influencing 
literacy achievement for both English learners and underachieving students” (p. 142). Although 
literacy engagement is a possible solution to increase the achievement of ELLs and minority 
students, it has not been a prominent topic discussed during instruction debates in U.S. 
educational policy (Cummins, 2011, p. 143). Therefore, the problem remains; for researchers to 
continue studying pedagogy that increases literacy for Hispanic and Black students and 
determine how school districts can provide systemic professional development for administrators 
and teachers. 
Definitions 
This section will provide definitions and terms used in this project study: 
Achievement gap: The difference between how well low-income and minority children 
and their peers perform on standardized tests (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). 
Annual Measurable Objective (AMO): AMO are performance objectives or targets of 
student achievement for schools (Community Research Partner, 2013). 
Black: Black describes a person of any Black racial groups of Africa. Black can also refer 





Culturally Relevant Theory (CRT): Effective differentiated instructional planning and 
implementation that uses “cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and 
performance styles of culturally diverse students” (Gay, 2010). 
English Language Learners (ELL): “A student whose initial language is not English and 
is learning English” (ERIC thesaurus, 2012). 
Hispanic or Latino: Hispanic refers to a person of “Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South 
or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin” (Humes, Jones, & Ramirez, 2011, p. 2). 
Significance 
The disparity in the academic achievement of different clusters of students has been a 
consistent topic of conversation as early as 1963 and the Lyndon B. Johnson administration 
(Guskey, 2009). Under NCLB legislation (2001), schools not only must report achievement gaps 
among the various demographic of students, but generate and administer specific action steps to 
increase the academic achievement of all students. Decades of assessment data have shown an 
achievement gap between racial minorities and White students (U.S. Department of Education, 
2012). Since the early 1970s, the achievement gap has been used to refer to the White/non-white 
achievement gap in research, which has led school systems to focus specifically on these gaps.  
In this project study, a cohort of principals from Hispanic ELL populated schools noticed 
trends in reading assessment data. Although Black students comprise more than 60% of the total 
student population, more Hispanic students were demonstrating proficiency, thus creating a 
Black and Hispanic gap. The principals within the cohort of ELL schools attributed this increase 




instructional support. This trend of lower achieving Black students will continue if reading 
instruction continues on the current trajectory. 
Guiding/Research Questions 
This project study was guided by the following research questions (RQs): 
RQ1: What is the perceived impact of ELL strategies on the reading assessment 
levels of Hispanic ELL students? 
RQ2: How do principals perceive the benefits of systemic, on-going professional 
development on the use of ELL strategies to decrease the Black and Hispanic 
achievement gap? 
Past research included data analysis and verification of the Black and White and Hispanic 
and White achievement gap, but no research on the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. There 
was also a lack of research on the use of ELL strategies to increase the proficiency level of 
minority readers, specifically Black students. The question of how the school system can provide 
professional development for this form of pedagogy was examined in this study. 
Review of the Literature 
The following literature review reported on the most current research that addressed the 
discrepancy in closing the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. A review of the literature began 
with a brief overview of the legislative history impacting the achievement gap and an 
examination of the social constructivist theory, which guided this study. Following that are four 
themes relating to the Black and Hispanic achievement gap: current strategies to narrow the 




regarding student achievement; and culturally relevant pedagogy. The review ends with a 
discussion of SELs as a form of culturally-relevant pedagogy to narrow the achievement gap. 
A variety of research databases were used to gather information relevant to this study: 
ERIC, Education Research Complete, Education from SAGE, Education Research Starters, 
Google Scholar, ProQuest Central, JSTOR, and Wiley Online. Key search words and 
combinations included: Achievement gap, Black achievement gap, Black and Hispanic 
Achievement gap, Brown v. Board of Education, Constructivism, Cultural competence, Cultural 
relevancy, Culturally relevant theory, Culturally relevant teaching, English language learners, 
Hispanic achievement gap, Language acquisition, literacy, literacy proficiency, No Child Left 
Behind, Plessy v. Ferguson, Reading, Reading proficiency, Standard English Language Learners, 
Social Constructivism, Teacher quality, Teacher effectiveness, Teacher Development, Teacher 
development and the achievement gap.  
Only peer-reviewed literature within the past 6 years was considered for this project 
study. Sources older than five years were included only for the theoretical framework and in 
areas when court cases or legislative acts related to the study topic were referenced. 
History of the Achievement Gap 
Throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, policy makers at all levels worked to eliminate 
the achievement gap existing between White and minority students. In the Plessy v. Ferguson 
(1896) case, the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of “separate, but equal” public 
accommodations for Blacks and Whites, including public schools. The problem with this law 
was the inequality of education provided to Black students. In 1954, the Brown v. Board of 




children equal educational opportunities” under the Fourteenth Amendment of the United States 
Constitution (Okoye-Johnson, 2011, p.2). The monumental change in public education is the 
foundation for future reform to close the achievement gap. 
In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was used to transform the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act of 1965. Both legislative acts were designed to diminish the 
achievement gap between the White students and students from minority subgroups. 
Additionally, NCLB redesigned the accountability system for schools. NCLB outlined various 
subgroups, including but not limited to race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and English 
language proficiency as areas of concern in regards to the achievement gap. NCLB also 
identified the 2013 – 2014 school year as the deadline for total student mastery of stated 
standards. Although all of the reform strategies are credible, to date, achievement gaps continue 
in reading. These achievement gaps were evidenced by a 26-point White/Black achievement gap, 
as well as a 25-point White/Hispanic achievement gap in average reading scale scores (NAEP, 
2013).  
Theoretical Framework 
Social constructivism posited that learning is an active process where the learner 
constructs knowledge based on personal experiences from the world in which they live and work 
(Creswell, 2013, p.20). The goal of social constructivism research is to flood the data collection 
process with participant views, which are based on interactions with others. The intent of social 
constructivism is to interpret the definitions others have about the world. This qualitative 




their interactions with teachers as the sole means of data collection. The data were analyzed to 
delineate strategies for closing the Hispanic/Black achievement gap.  
Creswell (2013) stated that broad or open-ended questions guide studies based on social 
constructivism because of their ability to solicit responses that produce a pattern of meaning. 
Similarly, this qualitative collective case study used participants’ responses to interpret the 
patterns within the education of Hispanic ELL students and Black SEL students. These patterns 
were then used to develop a systemic professional development plan geared toward reducing the 
Hispanic/Black achievement gap through the use of ELL strategies.  
Black Students and the Achievement Gap 
The disparity in academic achievement between Black and White students has been the 
foundation for much of the work on the achievement gap. As early as two years into formal 
schooling, Black students start to lag behind their white peers on age appropriateness measures 
(Hartney & Flavin, 2013). Until now, the academic achievement gap has been viewed from the 
school-level lens and focused on differences in national assessment scores between White and 
Black students (Simms, 2012). NCLB shifted the focus, requiring schools to review assessment 
performance relative to White peers. Hartney and Flavin (2013) highlighted a small period of 
dramatic gains by Black students since the early 1990s; however this narrowing of the gap has 
since stagnated. Whaley and Noel (2012) stated that the Black/White achievement gap is no 
longer an isolated issue at the school level, but has begun to effect society.  
An analysis of current literature on the Black/White achievement gap identified many 
contributing factors. Social and school factors, as well as cultural dynamics, were consistent 




et al., 2011). Social factors have been specifically identified as the effects of socioeconomic 
status and family, historical incorporation of Blacks into American society, as well as teacher 
preparation and expectations (Bower, 2011; Condron, Tope, Steidl, & Freeman, 2013; Rowley & 
Wright, 2011; Simms, 2012; Whaley & Noel, 2012; Williams, 2011). Although the achievement 
gap between Black and White students was initially narrowing, it has stagnated in recent years 
(NAEP, 2013). The following is a brief overview of the literature regarding the consistent social, 
school, and cultural factors contributing to the achievement gap. 
Bower (2011) studied the achievement gap through developing social policy reform as a 
means to eliminate the contributing social factors. Social factors included in this study were 
“health and health care; housing and neighborhoods, economic well-being, and family” (Bower, 
2011, p. 14). Bower (2011) stated, “social reforms might dramatically affect academic 
performance in a way that would shrink the achievement gap” (p. 24). The implementation of 
“Community Schools” where social policy is provided in conjunction with the school was 
suggested to narrow the achievement gap (Bower, 2011, p. 25). Schools, such as the Harlem 
Children’s Zone, provide comprehensive services to students and parents, limiting the social 
issues impacting student achievement. Bower (2011) suggested that a combination of both social 
and school reform can decrease the achievement gap. However, the success rate is contingent 
upon the time frame allocated. 
Condron et al., (2013) and Rowely and Wright (2011) found that school and “non-
school” or social factors play a role in the Black/White achievement gap. However, Condron, et 
al., (2013), stated, “school factors by themselves explain a larger portion of the Black/White 




strategies for alleviating the effects of social factors. Although schools have attempted to provide 
supplemental support with parent education workshops and free and reduced meal programs, 
social factors cannot be controlled nor terminated (Condron et al., 2013). School districts, 
therefore, should do a needs-assessment of those educators in charge of delivering instruction to 
Black children. Ladson-Billings (2014) focused on teaching practice, rather than curriculum to 
increase Black student achievement. Specifically, Ladson-Billings (2014) expressed the need for 
teachers to practice culturally relevant teaching. 
Culturally relevant teaching (CRT) is an effective teaching strategy that fosters Black 
students' academic success by connecting principles of learning, extensive comprehension, and 
cultural appreciation (Ladson-Billings, 2014). In CRT, learning is a social process where 
teachers empower students by incorporating grade level standards with students' lived 
experiences to increase academic performance (Esposito, Davis, & Swain, 2012; Irvine, 2010; 
Ladson-Billings, 2014). CRT is a cyclical process that requires teachers to act as action 
researchers who practice constant reflection. Throughout the process, curriculum and instruction 
should be meaningful, recognize students’ voices and experiences, and utilize a variety of tools 
to provide frequent assessment feedback (Adkins, 2012). One way in which teachers have used 
CRT to close the achievement gap is through Culturally Responsive English Instruction (Adkins, 
2012). Culturally Responsive English Instruction creates a classroom environment where 
students experience success “as they develop literacy skills by utilizing their experiences as 
strengths... to make learning relevant and meaningful” (Adkins, 2012, p. 73). Empowering 
students through lived experiences is one CRT instructional method to move student 




Adkin’s (2012) attributed that students’ mastery of literacy skills to the CRT method of 
instruction. These teaching strategies empowered students academically through text they could 
relate to while also requiring them to critically analyze literature. In this form of differentiated 
instruction, students achieved not only academic mastery of literacy standards, but also the 
confidence needed to sustain this achievement as they matriculated through school. Over time, 
the CRT has been used in studies to discuss ways to narrow the Black/White achievement gap, 
and now the Hispanic/White achievement gap.  
Hispanic Students and the Achievement Gap 
Hispanics are documented as the most rapidly growing population in the United States of 
America (Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011). It is estimated that in 2010, Hispanics made up 50.5 
million (or 16%) of the United States Population (Ennis et al., 2011). The National Center for 
Educational Statistics (NCES) (2011) conducted a quantitative study, which included detailed 
information on the magnitude of the Hispanic/White achievement gap at both the national and 
state level. The study also included an explanation of how the Hispanic/White achievement gap 
has changed over time. An additional factor impacting the academic success of Hispanic students 
is their status as ELLs. According to this study, 73% of the fourth-grade Hispanic participants 
were ELL students. Therefore, the increasing size of the Hispanic population and the number of 
fourth-grade students identified as ELL are factors of the Hispanic/White achievement gap 
(Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011). Although the data from this study illustrated the existence and 
patterns of academic gaps between Hispanic and White students’ achievement, it does not 
explain the causes or differences in student achievement. 




score for White students and the average score for Hispanic students” (NCES, 2011, p. 1). 
According to Gandara (2010), there is evidence of an academic lag between Hispanic and White 
students even at the beginning of kindergarten. Analysis of current literature on the 
Hispanic/White achievement gap identified many contributing factors. Similar to Black students, 
social, school, and cultural dynamics were consistent themes among the explanations for 
Hispanic students’ academic performance (Madrid, 2011). Socioeconomic status, family, and 
teacher preparedness were consistent factors in the research explaining the difference in the 
academic performance of Hispanic and White students (Madrid, 2011). 
A correlation exists between socioeconomic status and the Hispanic/White achievement 
gap (Reardon & Galindo, 2009; Wallenstein, 2012). Hispanic students are more likely to live in 
poverty than their White peers (Aud & KewalRemani, 2010). Many Hispanic parents have a 
limited education, a factor that leads to lower-income households (Lopez, 2009). The lack of 
parent education creates low-income households and impoverished conditions, which has a direct 
correlation to the educational achievement of students (Aud & KewalReamani, 2010). 
Impoverished Hispanic students often attend school with many health issues that impede their 
learning process (Gandara, 2010). Schools have tried to combat these social issues with school-
wide free breakfast programs and mobile dentist, but most are not equipped to handle the 
overwhelming need (Gandara, 2010).  
As populations of schools in the United States diversify, teachers must be prepared to 
effectively deliver culturally relevant instruction that incorporates students’ cultures with high 
academic expectations (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011; McCollough & Ramirez, 2012). 




higher student achievement (Esposito et al., 2012). When implemented successfully, CRT allows 
teachers to be non-judgmental and inclusive of all cultures while facilitating learning (Brown-
Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  
The inclusion of language is paramount for Hispanic students because many return to 
homes where their parents have limited or no English proficiency (Gandara, 2010). The absence 
of English in the home means there is a lack of reinforcement with the academic vocabulary 
needed to be successful in literacy. Rojas-LeBouef and Slate (2012) stated language acquisition 
and literacy is the foundation for academic achievement. Inclusion of language as a part of CRT 
increases students’ comfort level, focus, and their effort to learn the content needed to be 
proficient readers (Rajagopal, 2011). However, when implementing CRT with Hispanic students, 
teachers must include many aspects of their students’ lives, not simply language (Rajagopal, 
2011).  
Black and Hispanic Achievement Gap 
The cultural-ecology theory (CE theory) has been a major contributing theory for 
examining school achievement gaps throughout history (Matusov, DePalma, & Smith, 2010). 
Based on CE theory, different minority groups adopt cultural models (involuntary or voluntary 
minority) based on the initial incorporation into their host society (Matusov et al., 2010). Black 
or African American students are involuntary minorities if their ancestors were brought to the 
United States against their will, which creates oppositional behavior towards education (Matusov 
et al., 2010). CE theory posited that Black students view hard work and education as a means for 
succeeding, but believe there must also be opposition to the barriers imposed on them by the 




oppositional identity creates contradictory beliefs that negatively effect the education of Black 
students (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). When applied to Hispanic students, the CE theory yielded a 
different explanation for academic achievement. 
Hispanics are considered “voluntary minorities” (Matusov et al., 2010) because they 
purposefully moved to the United States, often in search of a better way of life than in their home 
country. Although they experience discrimination, their cultural differences promote 
accommodation without assimilation (Matusov et al., 2010). Hispanics have interpreted 
standards of academic achievement as necessary assimilation for future success. Assimilation is 
a method to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary for obtaining school credentials that will 
aid future employment and self-advancement in the United States (Matusov et al., 2010). Based 
on CE theory, Hispanic students will achieve because there is no resistance to education. 
Education is not viewed as assimilation into the oppressive majority culture, but as a means to 
acquire a better life. 
The CE theory has been questioned by researchers such as Gilbert (2009), who discussed 
the relevance of cultural dynamics and Black student achievement through her review of Ogbu 
and Simon’s CE theory. Gilbert (2009) found that the sole cause of low performance in Black 
students is not oppositional behavior due to being an involuntary minority. Once “behavioral and 
attitudinal factors” are controlled, immigrant status no longer affects Black students’ reading 
achievement (Gilbert, 2009, p.88). Overall, the study found that socioeconomic status was a 
contributing factor to the achievement gap. 
Socioeconomic status is recognized as a significant prognosticator of children's school 




dependent on teachers who are well versed in language acquisition and literacy, specifically 
vocabulary (Crosson & Lesaux, 2010; Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012). Specific instruction in the 
areas of language, literacy, and vocabulary are needed to ensure Standard English proficiency 
(Crosson & Lesaux, 2010; Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012). Currently, Hispanic students also 
identified as ELL receive additional instruction to develop Standard English proficiency 
(Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011). The strategies used in ELL instruction may be the cause of the 
higher literacy achievement for Hispanic students on recent assessments. 
ELLs are students “who were not born in the United States”, or “grew up speaking a 
language other than English” (Okoye-Johnson, 2011, p.1). SELs are traditionally described as 
students whose first language is English, but who have not mastered Standard English because 
their home language differs in structure and form from the Standard English used in school 
curricula (Okoye-Johnson, 2011). The difference in home language and Standard English can be 
detrimental to overall academic achievement and college readiness (LAUSD, 2012; LeMoine, 
1999). SELs include a variety of subgroups such as African Americans, Hawaiian Americans, 
Mexican-Americans, and Native Americans. Unlike ELLs, SELs are not considered a precise 
subgroup, apart from their ethnicity in standardized testing (Okoye-Johnson, 2011). This lack of 
separation means there is no specific legislation that ensures accommodations for SELs, 
therefore SELs do not receive the additional language acquisition and vocabulary instruction that 
is required for ELLs (Okoye-Johnson, 2011). Although, schools cannot control district, state, and 
federal mandates regarding the instructional services students receive, they can control 
administrator and teacher quality through professional development and curricula. Schools can 




culturally relevant pedagogy. 
In order for Black and Hispanic students to succeed, a culturally relevant pedagogy can 
be implemented to guide the instructional practices of educators. The language concerns for 
Hispanic students or ELLs and Black Students or SELs can be addressed through CRT. 
Linguistic and cultural capabilities are components that should be incorporated in CRT practices 
(Santamaria, 2009).  
Teacher Quality and Effectiveness and the Achievement Gap 
Teacher quality and effectiveness are the most prevalent variables affecting student 
performance (Hartney & Flavin, 2013; LeMoine, 1999; Okoye-Johnson, 2011). Teacher quality 
and effectiveness can encompass a variety of components including teacher certification, teacher 
training or experience, teacher efficacy, and teacher/student relationships (Hartney & Flavin, 
2013; Li & Hasan, 2010; Williams, 2011). Li and Hasan (2010) identified a positive connection 
between teacher qualifications and student reading achievement. A highly qualified teacher is 
defined as an educator who holds at least a bachelor's degree, a full state certification or 
licensure, and has satisfied the necessary requirements for teaching specific subjects at specific 
levels (Community Research Partner, 2003). Certification reflects a teacher’s ability to 
differentiate instruction based on pedagogical and content knowledge in the midst of instruction. 
However, even with these qualifications, a teacher may not have the skillset needed to implement 
the culturally relevant instruction to successfully reach Black and Hispanic students. 
The inequitable dissemination of highly qualified teachers has been a consistent 
contributor to the achievement gap in the United States (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2012). 




teacher qualifications” (as defined by NCLB) “on the reading achievement” of Black and White 
students matriculating from kindergarten to third grade (p. 2). The findings were consistent with 
earlier studies, which expressed that the reading achievement gap for Black and White students 
was decreased when Black students were provided instruction from a qualified teacher. Although 
Easton-Brooks and Davis (2009) found a positive correlation between teacher quality and 
reading achievement, an overall achievement gap continues and illustrates the need for additional 
pedagogical strategies (Marszalek, Odom & LaNasa, 2010). 
Li and Hasan (2010) discussed their findings and strategies for building relationships 
with students through nurturing the whole child in the areas of academic knowledge, 
responsibility, confidence, and resiliency. In order to begin this developmental process, a 
positive teacher-student relationship must be present (Irvine, 2010; Roberts, 2010; Sampson & 
Garrison-Wade, 2011; West, 2013). Teacher-student relationships have led to an increase in the 
student achievement of Black students (Roberts, 2010; West, 2013). Ijei and Harrison (2010) 
also suggested the inclusion of teacher acceptance of students’ culture. The combination of a 
positive instructional environment and teacher cultural competence fosters a relationship that 
generates buy-in from minority students. A major factor to abolishing the achievement gap is 
teacher belief in their students’ ability to grow academically regardless of academic level, race, 
or ethnicity (Ijei & Harrison, 2010). Li and Hasan (2010) explained how the Four Build Strategy 
facilitates positive teacher/student relationships and increases student achievement among 
minority students. The Four Build Strategy focuses on confidence and self-esteem, a positive 
academic environment, academic engagement time, and a supportive social context to create 




achievement (Li & Hasan, 2010). The strategies discussed are not a part of the pedagogical or 
content assessments required to become a highly qualified teacher. However, schools and 
teachers successful in reducing the achievement gap have these four culturally relevant strategies 
at the foundation of their instructional practice.  
Teacher Professional Development and the Achievement Gap 
Williams (2011) expressed that the educational community cease the search for who and 
what is responsible for the achievement gap and focus on the development of “true reform” 
(p.65). Veteran and novice teachers contribute to teacher quality. Both must understand the need 
to continually develop new strategies that “will transform the learning process for students” that 
are not progressing (Williams, 2011, p.69). Williams (2011) concluded that there is a great need 
for school districts to use systemic professional development sessions to ensure that all educators 
are prepared using the most effective instructional practices. Overall, individual school 
environments must support this work through a culture that values learning and quality teaching, 
evident through collaborative planning, student efficacy expressed by all staff, and high quality 
professional development (Williams, 2011). 
Successful school improvement has been preceded by systemic professional development 
activities that are effectively implemented, and designed to increase the instructional skillset of 
educators (Guskey, 2009). Through the implementation of consistent, collaborative, and 
structured professional development, teacher quality (and therefore student achievement) 
improves overall (Saunders, 2014). To date, there is a void in the literature on professional 
development as it relates to culturally relevant teaching, although studies do exist showing the 




School District (LAUSD) implemented their “English Learner Master Plan” for both teachers 
and students (LAUSD, 2012, p. 83). 
Culturally Relevant Teaching for ELLs and SELs 
Very little research can be found on the SELs. Because SELs are not a subgroup 
demographic separate from ethnicity for testing, there is no policy or legislation to mandate that 
schools provide additional services for these students. However, Black students (who are 
considered SELs) are lagging in the Black/White achievement gap, and now the Black and 
Hispanic achievement gap. These achievement gaps demonstrate the need for supplemental 
services (similar to those provided to ELLs) to assist Black students in mastering Standard 
English. The LAUSD has begun to combat the issue of consistent and coherent language 
instruction for ELL and SEL students through their development of the English Learner Master 
Plan. The purpose of this Master Plan is to present ELL and SEL students with an English 
Language Development (ELD) program that is separate but complementary to daily literacy 
instruction. These services are provided through culturally relevant teaching to all “ethnic and 
linguistic” populations (LAUSD, 2012, p. iii). 
ELD is the foundation of the ELL and SEL instruction in the L.A. Unified School 
District. ELD requires teachers to provide explicit language instruction (vocabulary, syntax, 
grammar, discourse, functions, and conventions) in addition to the comprehension skills 
necessary for the development of social and academic language proficiency (LAUSD, 2012). 
ELD instruction is research and standards based and relates directly to the common core because 
it addresses the four domains of language (listening, speaking, reading and writing). Although 




students’ literacy development because of the positive correlation between oral language and 
literacy (August & Shanahan, 2008). In order for students to gain English proficiency, it is 
important that classes for ELL and SEL students take place in addition to their daily literacy 
instruction (LAUSD, 2012). 
LAUSD (2012) offered a variety of programs that prepare ELL students to start a career 
or attend college following high school graduation. At the elementary level, students can 
participate in one of five programs. Each program has teachers meeting with ELL students for  
45 – 60 minutes each day, to provide the language acquisition and vocabulary instruction needed 
for student to access the comprehensive curriculum independently.  
In addition to the LAUSD’s ELL program, there is also an SEL program. SELs “possess 
a variety of linguistic and cultural abilities” (LAUSD, 2012, p. 83). SEL instruction is additive 
because it focuses on maintaining students’ home language, but provides instruction that teaches 
students to use contrastive analysis. SEL strategies make students aware of the differences in 
their primary (or home) language and academic language (LAUSD, 2012). Overall contrastive 
analysis benefits SELs because it increases students’ ability to differentiate between Standard 
English and the linguistic varieties used in the home. Students become proficient at editing their 
own writing for language, grammar, vocabulary, and syntax; and students increase their overall 
use of oral and written Standard English, which increases overall literacy proficiency (LAUSD, 
2012). 
The LAUSD has implemented the Academic English Mastery Program (AEMP) to 
address the language, literacy, and learning needs of SELs enrolled in their school system. 




research-based and proven to develop proficiency in the areas previously listed. The AEMP, like 
the ELL model, requires 45 – 60 minutes of language and vocabulary instruction in addition to 
the literacy block each day. The purpose of an AEMP program for SELs is to “build academic 
language, and provide scaffolded learning to SELs” (LAUSD, 2012, p. 86). Overall the academic 
achievement of the SEL population “(African American, Mexican American, Hawaiian 
American, and Native American)” increases (LAUSD, 2012, p.84). 
Implications 
This section discusses the implication for of this project, which was based upon 
anticipated findings from the data collection and analysis process. Unfortunately, the intersection 
of research examining the Black and Hispanic achievement gap, and best practices to narrow this 
discrepancy has not been fully investigated. More studies are needed that examine the connection 
between using ELL instructional strategies as a culturally relevant method for teaching SELs at 
the elementary level. Godley and Escher’s (2012) study found a positive statistical relationship 
between bi-dialectal students with high academic achievement who spoke only Standard English 
(SE) in English classes. Bi-dialectal students receiving a grade of C or below did not use SE in 
classes, but also demonstrated lower academic levels overall. There is also an absence of 
quantitative data on the growing Hispanic/Black achievement literacy gap and qualitative data to 
determine the need for systemic-wide professional development on the use of ELL instructional 
strategies to increase the literacy achievement of Black SEL students. 
Summary 
Currently, the growing Black and Hispanic achievement gap is a phenomenon that has 




complicated because SEL instruction has not been used to reduce either the Black/White, or the 
Hispanic/Black achievement gap, outside of the LAUSD. Section 2 of this study discusses the 





Section 2: The Methodology 
Introduction 
The problem addressed in this project study was the achievement gap that has developed 
between the scores of Black and Hispanic students on fourth-grade literacy assessments. 
Specifically, Hispanic students have scored higher than Black students at the national, state, and 
district level in a northeastern school district (Community Research Partner, 2014; NAEP, 2013). 
The Hispanic population includes both ELL students and those who have exited from the ELL 
services. Students exit ELL services based on their scores on the Assessing Comprehension and 
Communication in English assessment (ACCESS). These are students who have received ELL 
services, but due to their level of language acquisition on the ACCESS, they no longer receive 
daily ELL services. These students still receive ELL consultation services as needed.  
Although exited students no longer participate in daily ELL instruction, an ELL teacher 
monitors their progress and provides intervention when needed for 2 years following the 
students’ testing out of the ELL program. Current research discusses both the Black and White 
achievement gap, and the Hispanic and White achievement gap, but there are no studies focusing 
on the achievement gap between Black and Hispanic students (Cummin, 2009; Hartney & 
Flavin, 2013; Vanneman et al., 2009; Whaley & Noel, 2012). The literature also lacks research 
on how administrators are professionally developed in the use of ELL strategies to ensure that all 






Research Design and Approach 
Qualitative Research and Justification 
A qualitative research approach was used in this project study. The rationale for 
implementing the qualitative approach was due to my ability to address the research questions 
through open-ended questions presented during a focus group, as well as one-on-one interview 
data from Title I/ELL elementary school principals. The interview data focused on instructional 
strategies, teacher preparation through district level professional development, ELL and SEL 
instructional delivery strategies, and professional development needed to enhance both reading 
proficiency among both Black and Hispanic students. Specifically, data regarding instructional 
strategies implemented to enhance Black students’ reading proficiency levels were collected. 
Interview data also provided information on a northeast school district’s systemic professional 
development. Data collected were used to understand the similarities and differences of current 
SEL and ELL instructional strategies implemented by teachers. Finally, data were collected 
regarding the needs for systemic professional development on the delivery of literacy instruction 
that is effective and equitable for Hispanic and Black students. Creswell (2013) and Merriam 
(2002) stated that qualitative research is an inductive process where the researcher collects data 
to develop concepts or theories. The results of qualitative research are described using words or 
pictures to explain the new understanding about a phenomenon from the participants’ point of 
view. I used raw data from principals’ interview responses to develop overall interpretations. 
These interpretations were used to determine the need for a professional development series for 
administrators on the use of ELL strategies with non-ELL Black students to decrease the Black 




According to Creswell (2009), qualitative and quantitative research designs differ but are 
not “polar opposites, or dichotomies” (p. 3). Each type of research design exists on the opposite 
end of a continuum. The mixed-methods design represents the center of the continuum, due to its 
incorporation of both approaches. Qualitative and quantitative research designs also differ in 
methods of data collection and philosophical assumptions. According to Creswell (2013), 
qualitative research is a progression from philosophical assumptions to the meaning individuals 
or groups attribute to a social or human problem. In addition, a qualitative inquiry approach is 
used to collect data in a natural setting and identify patterns and themes. Overall, qualitative 
research seeks to further comprehend claims through constructivist perspectives (Creswell, 
2009).  
Collective case studies concentrate on one issue through multiple case studies (Creswell, 
2013). For the purposes of this study, the qualitative strategy I implemented was a collective case 
study. This project study specifically focused on the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in 
literacy through the lens of five cases. I gathered meaning by comparing data collected via the 
focus group and one-on-one interviews. In qualitative research design, the researcher is the 
primary source of data collection (Creswell, 2009).  
Neither the quantitative or mixed-methods research designs were selected for use in this 
study. Quantitative research uses theory as a way to explain or predict a relationship between 
variables that form questions or a hypothesis (Creswell, 2009). The mixed-methods design uses 
theory deductively or inductively and serves as a blending of quantitative and qualitative 
research designs. Although a constructivist theoretical approach was implemented, relationships 




statistical procedures for analysis. Overall, the research design evolved from the problem and 
research questions posed. The data collected and analyzed informed the questions and lead to the 
development of a systemic professional development plan, not a discussion of results in 
reference to an overall hypothesis. 
Case Study Method and Justification 
Narrative analysis, phenomenology, grounded theory, and ethnography are four of the 
five qualitative research approaches discussed by Creswell (2013) and Merriam (2002). All four 
approaches use qualitative data collection tools such as interviews, observations, and/or artifacts, 
during the data gathering process (Creswell, 2013). These approaches are similar in process, but 
differ in outcome. This qualitative, collective case study resulted in the development of a 
professional development series for administrators on the use of ELL strategies with non-ELL 
Black students in order to decrease the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. The study used 
multiple cases (five Title I/ELL elementary schools in a northeast school district) to understand 
the principal’s perception of the impact of ELL strategies on the literacy achievement of 
Hispanic students, and the perceived benefits of systemic professional development on this topic. 
A qualitative collective case design was the choice for this study because of the many factors that 
affected the participants’ perception and my ability to discover meaning through interviews. 
 The narrative analysis research approach was not chosen for this project study. Narrative 
researchers use a collection of one or two individual participants’ descriptions of lived events 
and experiences (Creswell, 2013). These experiences are then reported in chronological order to 
develop a story conveying a message (Creswell, 2013). The guiding research questions for this 




Hispanic students. The questions did not solicit participants’ stories regarding experiences. This 
research approach did not provide the data needed to develop a systemic professional 
development plan to close the Black and Hispanic achievement gap.  
A phenomenological study, like a narrative analysis focuses on the lived experiences of 
participants. However, the phenomenology approach uses individuals’ lived experiences to 
identify a common meaning of phenomenon experienced by all participants (Creswell, 2013). 
This commonality is used to construct a descriptive analysis of participants’ experiences, and the 
setting influencing how participants experienced the phenomenon. The results of a 
phenomenology study include the researcher’s personal statements regarding their experiences 
with the phenomenon. A collection of lived experiences would not provide the data necessary to 
understand the effect of ELL strategies on Literacy assessment levels, nor principal perceptions 
of the types of instructional strategies needed to decrease the Black and Hispanic literacy 
achievement gap. Therefore the phenomenology research approach was not implemented in this 
project study. 
The grounded theory research approach was not implemented in this project study. The 
purpose of grounded theory is to develop or discover a theory. Grounded theory begins with a 
specific focus of study from which a theory is developed (Merriam, 2002). The data collected is 
precise because that data were used to explain a process or action over time. This project study 
began with the social constructivism theory, and the data collected was used to develop an 
overall interpretation of the instructional strategies and professional development needs to close 




Creswell (2013) stated that ethnography research uses participants’ views to develop a 
description of social behaviors of a culture or culture-sharing group. Although principals 
provided information regarding the differences in instructional strategies used to educate Black 
SELs and Hispanic ELLs, this data did not result in a cultural interpretation of the behaviors of 
Black and Hispanic students. Therefore, the ethnography research approach was not 
implemented.  
A case study approach is used by qualitative researchers to create an in-depth 
understanding of a single case or multiple cases within a bonded system over time, and begins 
through identification of a specific case, which may consist of an individual or small group 
within a specific place and time. When multiple cases are involved, they are compared 
(Creswell, 2013). The selection of multiple cases provides a variety of perspectives on the issue. 
This project study used the collective case study analysis approach to identify and compare 
themes among the perspectives of current principals charged with being the instructional leaders. 
For this study, five cases were selected from a purposeful sample of the 60 elementary schools 
that service Black and Hispanic students, have an ELL program, are identified as Title I, and 
have a fourth-grade Black and Hispanic literacy achievement gap. Comparisons were made 
regarding the need for professional development on ELL strategies and instructional strategies 
for struggling Black readers. Creswell and Merriam (2002) discussed four other qualitative 
research approaches. Overall, the collective case study research approach provided the data 
needed to develop a systemic professional development plan for administrators and teachers to 






Selection and Justification of Participants 
 The setting of this project study was five large, urban, Title I, elementary schools, with an 
ELL program in the Northeast School District. In addition, each school has experienced the 
Black and Hispanic achievement gap on the Northeast State Grade 4 Assessment from 2011 - 
2013. All of the schools in the study maintained an enrollment of 550 – 750 students, provide 
ELL services for ELLs, and had a predominantly Hispanic and Black student population 60%. 
The setting and presence of the Black and Hispanic achievement gap for each school was used to 
determine the principals that were asked to participate in this project study.  
 Purposeful sampling was implemented to select each participant for this case study. 
Purposeful sampling was used because it permitted participant selection that informed the overall 
understanding of the research problem (Creswell, 2013). In this study, five principals from the 
schools listed in Tables 5 - 9 were selected as participants. Minimizing the number of cases 
maintains manageability for identifying themes, and conducting cross-case analysis (Creswell, 
2013). The small sample size in this study ensured that I gained an in-depth information from 
each participant during the data collection process (Merriam, 2002). According to Creswell 
(2013), four to five is an appropriate size for a case study. The principals that were selected to 
participate used their experience as instructional leaders of these schools to explain their 
understanding of how ELL strategies effect the Hispanic ELL students’ achievement in reading, 
and the specific needs for future professional development on using ELL strategies to close the 




Procedures for Gaining Access to Participants  
 I requested permission to gain access to the participants through the Northeast School 
District’s Department of Research and Evaluation (DRE). The process began with the 
completion of the application to conduct research (Appendix B). The completed application 
provided the specific details of the study and the needs of myself as the researcher, and 
participants. No data were collected until I obtained Walden Institutional Review Board 
approval, informed consent from all participants, and received complete authorization for 
conducting a study by the DRE.  
 Once approval was granted, I gained access to participants’ e-mail addresses via the school 
district’s public website. All principals’ e-mail addresses were obtained through the publically 
accessible school informational websites provided by the Northeast School District. My Walden 
e-mail account was solely utilized to invite participation to the study informational session, to 
provide informed consent documents, and for general contact via scheduling of the focus group 
discussion and confirmation of one-on-one interviews.  
Role of the Researcher 
 Creswell (2013) stated that on-site research should cause minimal disruption to the natural 
environment of participants. The sites identified for this study were Title I elementary schools 
with an ELL program, and a Black and Hispanic achievement gap in scores on the Northeast 
State literacy assessment. The participants in this study were principals that have worked with 
teachers to prepare instructional delivery to both ELL and SEL students. After Walden 
University IRB and DRE approval, I conducted two forms of interviews, a focus group and one-




transcribed, and then analyzed to identify themes. I transcribed all focus group and semi-
structured interview recordings using Nvivo software. Once the study was complete, I presented 
the results to the participating principals. Allowing participants to review the results ensured the 
overall validity of the information used to develop interpretations of the analyzed questionnaire 
and interview data. 
 Although I am employed as an elementary school principal by the school district where the 
research was conducted, I did not interact with any participants on a daily basis or oversee any 
professional development implementation or evaluation of the schools being studied. I served as 
the focus group moderator and the interviewer during semi-structured interviews. My previous 
and/or current roles in the District did not cause any bias throughout the data collection process. 
Data Collection 
The qualitative case study research employed two forms of interviews: a focus group 
discussion and one-on-one interviews. The following section provides an overview of each form 
of data collection and a plan for implementation in this project study. I allocated four weeks to 
conduct the focus group and follow-up interviews. 
Ethical Treatment of Participants 
 Creswell (2009) stated that ethical issues result from a lack of reciprocity between a 
researcher and participants. Ethical issues do not only occur during the data collection process, 
and therefore, must be considered during each phase of a study (Creswell, 2013).  
Numerous measures were implemented to ensure the ethical treatment of all participants in this 
project study. These measures included an informed consent form, which ensured confidentiality 




Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval form (see Appendix B), and a letter of research 
approval from the Northeast School District’s DRE (see Appendix I).  
 I began by completing the Northeast School District’s DRE application process, which 
included a summary of the project study proposal. Following approval from the Northeast School 
District DRE, I submitted the project study proposal, and the Walden University IRB 
Application to the Walden University IRB for final approval to collect data (Walden IRB 
Approval #03-11-15-0068089). Once approval was received, I sent an email of invitation to all 
potential participants to an informational meeting (see Appendix D). During the informational 
meeting, all participants were provided an introduction to the study. All participants were 
informed that their participation was completely voluntary, and that they were able to 
discontinue their participation at any time with no negative consequences. Participants were also 
informed that their participation in the study and any responses would be kept confidential, in 
that no identifying demographic information would be collected (i.e. names, gender, age, or 
years of service as a principal). 
 Wolcott (2008) stated that more than one case in a study reduces the quality of data a 
researcher can collect. Creswell (2013) stated that case study research should be limited to a 
maximum of four to five cases in a single study. A small number of cases permitted me to gather 
sufficient data for the development of themes (Creswell, 2013). These themes were used to 
complete a cross-case analysis of the themes. Therefore, a total of five potential cases from the 
Northeast School District were selected for this project study.  
 Once participants signed the consent form (see Appendix E), I scheduled the focus group 




participants to determine the most convenient date and time for the focus group. At the 
conclusion of the focus group, participants were provided the opportunity to schedule their one-
on-one, semi-structured interview. All one-on-one interviews were conducted at a time, date, and 
location that were determined by the participant. The one-on-one interviews took place in the 
weeks immediately following the focus group. 
Focus Group 
The data collection process began with a focus group. Hatch (2002) stated that focus 
groups are a distinct form of qualitative research that should be used as a supplemental source of 
data. When used in conjunction with other qualitative data collection tools, focus groups enrich 
the data collected in a qualitative study (Hatch, 2002). Focus groups are conducted in accordance 
with the predetermined focus group protocol, and focus group questions developed based on the 
research questions that guide this project study. The focus group format was implemented to 
allow participants to explore the real life topic of the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in-
depth, through interaction with all study participants (Hatch, 2002). Creswell (2013) stated the 
characteristic of a proficient qualitative case study is inclusion of an in-depth knowledge of the 
case. This focus group is one form of data collection that provided the understanding needed to 
identify professional development desired to decrease the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. 
Overall there are benefits and risks of using a focus group when conducting qualitative 
research. Hatch (2002) explained that a focus group permits the collection of “concentrated data 
on precisely the topic of interest” (p. 132). In this study, the focus group was used to collect data 
on the perspective of all participants as it relates to the Black and Hispanic achievement gap 




Q1: Describe your views on the effects of ELL instructional strategies on Hispanic 
students’ reading achievement.  
Q2: Describe instructional strategies you have used or witnessed that positively impact 
Black students’ achievement in reading? How have the previously discussed instructional 
strategies moved students to proficiency in reading? 
Q3: Discuss the types of professional development previously delivered and its effects on 
ensuring that Black and Hispanic students are reading successfully (on grade level)? 
Q4: Discuss the types of professional development you feel should be implemented to 
ensure that all Black and Hispanic students are reading successfully (on grade level)? 
When compared to one-on-one interviews, the use of these guiding questions in a focus group 
generated a plethora of data in a short period of time (Hatch, 2002). Although the focus group 
was initiated with guiding questions, the implementation of a focus group interview also allows 
for participants to have a role in the direction of the interview. Participants’ autonomy allowed 
the group to shape the direction of the interview when providing perspective and developing 
understanding of the topic (Hatch, 2002). Being interviewed in a group gave participants “a 
sense of security and comfort” (Hatch, 2002, p.132). According to Hatch (2002), this level of 
comfort is not found in one-on-one interviews and will lead to participants providing responses 
that are both honest and thoughtful. 
 Focus groups offer advantages and disadvantages to a qualitative research study. The 
purpose of having a moderator is to encourage participant discussion on the specific topic. 
However, if the moderator takes too much control, participants’ responses will be less natural 




disadvantage to the implementation of a focus group. Some participants may be uncomfortable 
speaking in front of a group, or providing candid answers in front of colleagues. Low participant 
comfort level can lead to biased data because the focus group will only capture the perspective of 
those participants who will speak the most or are more assertive.  
Semi-structured Interviews 
Hatch (2002) identified interviews as a qualitative data approach that researchers use to 
understand participants’ experiences or interpretations of a phenomenon. In addition, it is the 
method of data collection recommended for studies based in constructivist theory because of 
overall flexibility (Hatch, 2002). An interview allows researchers to understand a situation from 
the participant’s vantage point, and provides overall insight into the meaning of a participants’ 
experience (Hatch, 2002). Tier two of the data collection process for this project study, was the 
implementation of the semi-structured interviews.  
One-on-one semi-structured interviews provided participants that were uncomfortable in 
the group setting, the opportunity to speak candidly and privately with me. In addition, 
participants had the opportunity to expand on any comments made during the focus group. Semi-
structured interviews allow guiding questions to navigate the process, but provided participants’ 
the opportunity to lead through their responses, and allowed for probing questions to gain 
additional information (Hatch, 2002). The guiding questions for the interviews in this project 
study permitted the researcher to delve more deeply, and the participants to provide additional 
feedback regarding the current instructional delivery methods to Black and Hispanic students, 
the effect of ELL strategies on the reading attainment of Hispanic students, and the needs of 




The questions in the interview guide (see Appendix G) were based on the research 
questions and relevant literature. Any additional questions were based specifically on participant 
responses during the focus group, and were documented in the interview guide. All questions 
gave each participant the opportunity to provide more detail regarding the Black and Hispanic 
achievement gap, instructional strategies needed to move all Black and Hispanic students to 
proficiency in literacy, and systemic professional development needs for educators. 
Tools that were used during the one-on-one semi-structured interviews include a small 
battery-operated digital recorder, a laptop computer, the interview guide, and a research log 
(Hatch, 2002; Creswell, 2013). The digital recorder ensured participants’ responses were 
recorded and available for review once the interview ended. The questions used in the interview 
were open-ended, few in number, and designed to gather accurate views and opinions from the 
participants (Creswell, 2009). The use of open-ended questions solicited rich responses from 
participants. Collaboratively, these responses were used to identify overall themes that guided 
the development of the systemic professional development series for this project study.  
The questions also expanded upon the information collected via the focus group, and 
included follow-up questions that were used for clarification of individual participants’ 
responses. I transcribed all digital recordings within 48 hours of each interview by uploading the 
digital recording to Nvivo software. Member checking provided participants with the opportunity 
to review the transcripts to ensure transcription and information accuracy (Creswell, 2013). Once 
participants provided clarification and approved the transcripts, I continued analyzing the data 
for common themes using those identified by the Nvivo software and those identified during my 




An interview guide was used to record the specific date, time, place, interviewee, and the 
open-ended interview questions used in each one-on-one interview (Appendix G). This guide 
ensured the same questions were asked of each participant and allowed me to note clarifying 
questions during the interview process (Creswell, 2013). A research log was used immediately 
following the interview (see Appendix H). The research log provided a space to reflect on the 
research process, and record the human side of the experience, which removed bias from the data 
collection process (Creswell, 2013; Hatch, 2002). 
Each stage of data collection required data analysis. The next section provides an  
in-depth description of how all data were analyzed. Specific procedures for coding information 
and assuring accuracy, and finally the steps taken to resolve any discrepancy within the 
participants’ responses are discussed.  
Data Analysis 
 Qualitative data analysis is a time-consuming process that requires researchers to explore 
data collected in a circular rather than linear approach (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative data analysis 
is a process where a researcher develops an informed interpretation reflecting raw data collected 
through open-ended questionnaires, interviews, observations, or focus groups (Creswell, 2013; 
Rubin & Rubin, 2011). 
Data Analysis for Case Studies 
 This project study progressed through the cyclical process of data analysis, reducing the 
data from a focus group and one-on-one semi structured interviews through coding, for the 
purpose of identifying themes. An interpretation of the data was used to develop a systemic 




means to close the Hispanic/Black achievement gap (Creswell, 2013). I used this collective case 
study to develop an assortment of data based examples that give meaning to the Hispanic/Black 
achievement gap in large, Title I, ELL elementary schools in a Northeast School District. 
Focus Group Data Analysis 
Data collected using the focus group (transcripts and interview guide) were stored on my 
Walden University Google Drive. The data were secure because this internet storage is only 
accessible via login and password. I was the only person with access to the login and password 
required to access the data. Audio recordings were analyzed using the Nvivo software. The 
Nvivo software was only accessible from my computer, which required a login and password to 
access. The login and passwords for the Google Drive and laptop are different, creating another 
layer of protection for the data. 
All audio recordings were uploaded to the Nvivo software within 48 hours of the focus 
group. The software was used to produce a verbatim transcription of all audio-recorded interview 
data. The coding process began by reviewing all transcripts for expected, surprising, and 
interesting or unusual information. Described by Creswell (2013), I then completed a line-by-line 
analysis of the transcripts to condense codes by grouping similar codes into themes. The initial 
list of codes and key terms was later expanded as more information was gathered through one-
on-one semi-structured interviews. Creswell (2013) suggested that the list begin with 
approximately five to six codes. The list was expanded to include additional categories during 
each review of participants’ responses. Responses from participants agreeing to participate in a 
one-on-one interview were reviewed to determine specific questions to be asked during the next 




Semi-Structured Interview Data Analysis 
The second form of data collection was through the use of semi-structured interviews. 
The interview guide was designed to gather additional information from each participant through 
the use of the main and follow-up questions. The main questions served as the skeleton for each 
interview and were designed to provide additional information directly related to the overarching 
project study questions. The follow-up questions were based on the individual participants’ 
responses during the focus group and will allow for additional exploration of themes, concepts, 
or ideas discussed by the participant in the first stage of data collection. The data collected 
through semi-structured interviews, was analyzed in three phases, preparing transcripts, coding, 
and comparing concepts and themes (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). 
Data Validation  
 Validation is defined as a process used to evaluate the findings in a qualitative study 
(Creswell, 2013). The forms of validation that were implemented in this study included peer 
debriefing, clarifying researcher bias, and member checking. Peer debriefing and clarifying 
research bias did not involve the actual review of data collected. Creswell (2013) defined a peer 
debriefer as someone who assures that the researcher remains honest. This person questions the 
researcher’s methods, meanings, and interpretations for the better of the study. The peer 
debriefer also serves in the role of a listener when the researcher needs to express their feelings. 
A current colleague and doctoral candidate acted in the role of peer debriefer for this project 
study. The peer debriefer was a qualified choice for this position because of her doctoral study 
topic regarding university elementary education programs and their preparation of future 




questions, but also served as a sounding board throughout the process. The peer debriefer 
provided feedback in writing and questioned any portion of the project study that lacked cited 
evidence, or was in need of additional explanation. 
 Member checking ensured the overall validity of the information used to develop 
interpretations of the analyzed questionnaire and interview data. Participants had the chance to 
examine their focus group responses and interview transcripts for accuracy. In addition to 
transcripts, all participants were given the opportunity to review my transcripts and 
interpretations allowing them the opportunity to ensure that the themes generated collectively 
from the common topics in each interview, clearly conveyed the overall experience and 
instructional professional development needs of principals in schools experiencing the Black and 
Hispanic achievement gap. Overall, the validity strategies implemented ensured the accuracy of 
the data collected and analyzed  
Conclusion 
This qualitative case study used the perceptions of principals to: examine the effect of 
ELL strategies on ELL students’ literacy proficiency, and the benefits of systemic professional 
development on the use of ELL instructional strategies with SEL students. The design of this 
project study was a collective case study, because it allowed for the making of meaning through 
comparing data collected via a focus group and one-on-one interviews. Upon the approval of the 
project study committee, the researcher requested approval from the Northeast School District’s 
DRE, and Walden IRB to ensure ethical protocols, the protection of all participants, and enhance 




A qualitative research design was implemented to collect data from a purposefully 
selected sample, consisting of five principals. Through the use of a focus group and one-on-one 
semi structured interviews, the researcher collected data. The participants’ responses from the 
focus group and interview questions were transcribed, coded, and analyzed for recurring themes. 
The common themes were then compared and used to develop an overall interpretation regarding 
the effect of providing administrators in this northeast school district with systemic professional 
development workshops on the use of ELL strategies with SELs to close the Hispanic/Black 
achievement gap.  
Research Findings 
 The purpose of this qualitative project study was to explore the perceptions of elementary 
school principals experiencing the Black and Hispanic reading achievement gap at the fourth 
grade level. Specifically, this case study focused on the effect of ELL strategies on Hispanic ELL 
students’ reading achievement, and the perceived benefits of systemic on-going professional 
development on the use of ELL strategies to decrease the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. 
The participants were comprised of five principals of large, Title I, ELL schools in the Northeast 
School District. The data collection process included one focus group and one-on-one semi-
structured interviews. A summary of the finding for the two research questions provided through 
an explanation of the major themes developed from information communicated by participants 
during the interviews. The remainder of this section explores each theme in detail using specific 
participant responses, and is guided by the focus group and interview questions. In order to 
maintain the anonymity of each participant as follows: Principal 1; Principal 2; Principal 3; 




The main research questions guiding this project study were: What is the perceived 
impact of ELL strategies on the reading assessment levels of Hispanic ELL students and how do 
principals perceive the benefits of systemic, on-going professional development on the use of 
ELL strategies to decrease the Black and Hispanic achievement gap? The data analysis process 
yielded three themes, instructional strategies and professional development. Further analysis of 
the data produced the following sub themes: (a) ELL instructional strategies; (b) teacher 
preparedness; and (c) professional development. These research findings will be discussed based 
on the participants’ responses to the following sub questions from the interviews. 
1. Explain how current ELL strategies impact Hispanic student achievement in reading.  
What specific instructional strategies have your teachers used to move reading 
student achievement with Black students? 
2. Describe the differences between the ways in which teachers deliver instruction to 
Standard English language learners (ex. Black students) and English language 
learners (ex. Hispanic students) during the early childhood grades? How does this 
impact vocabulary growth? 
3. Prior to hiring, do you feel teachers were prepared to serve students who are 
simultaneously learning English and academic content? How has this affected the 
reading achievement of your Black and Hispanic students? 
4. What systemic professional development is needed for administrators and teachers to 
effectively and equitably, deliver reading instruction to Hispanic and Black students? 
What would be the model for this professional development? How frequently should 




data have been presented below by identifying the sub question from the interviews, a 
summary of the themes that emerged, and finally participants’ responses as evidence 
of the theme.  
Data was collected from the participants’ responses to focus group and semi-structured 
interview questions. After transcribing, I reviewed each participant’s responses for 
commonalities. I began the coding process by reviewing each transcript for keywords or phrases 
from the focus group and semi-structured interview questions. This resulted in 13 different 
codes. Due to the repetitive nature, I than condensed the number of codes based on 
commonalities within the principals’ responses to three major themes (instructional strategies, 
lack of teacher preparedness, and professional development) that included a minimum of two and 
a maximum of four subthemes 
Interview Findings on Theme A: Instructional Strategies 
The first set of sub questions for this project study explored the principals’ perceptions on 
the impact of ELL strategies on Hispanic ELL reading achievement and the instructional 
strategies currently used to enhance Black SEL reading achievement. Through the coding 
process, the analysis of participants’ responses revealed the instructional strategies as a major 
theme and ELL instructional strategies, and the Balanced Literacy Model as sub themes. The 
principals interviewed shared similar ELL instructional strategies that have impacted Hispanic 
ELL reading student achievement in their schools. Principal 1 provided observations of the 
effects of ELL instructional strategies on the reading achievement of Hispanic ELL students:  
ESOL teachers will provide vocabulary strategies to General Education teachers and 




them attack the text in an easier way, more effective way. By the ESOL teacher coming 
in and modeling those strategies, the students are able to better understand the concept, 
and master the skills that they’re learning. The students are definitely able to show better 
mastery than if they wouldn’t have had those strategies. Most likely the students wouldn’t 
have shown that level of understanding.  
Similarly Principal 4 and Principal 5 expressed the positive influence of ELL strategies in their 
schools. Principal 4 stated:  
When teachers are implementing ELL best practices such as visual learning techniques, 
hands-on learning techniques, discussion techniques it allows the Latino learners to 
become more engaged with the activity and become more engaged with the learning. 
Also, when teachers get students opportunities to connect their learning to what they 
already know, it allows students to remember and allows students to retain information, 
to transfer it into other learning.  
Principal 5 agreed with this and included: “When teachers are using realia, real-life experiences, 
and visuals with their ELL students it helps them to better tap into their native language and 
connect it with English.” 
 Principal 3 and Principal 4 expressed that ELL instructional strategies, language 
acquisition, and small group instruction training for teachers would positively effect their 
Hispanic ELL students in reading. Principal 3 explained:  
My ELL students are working on beginning sounds and they’re working on 
environmental print. I think that, just teachers in general, just not ESOL teachers, but 




classes that really help teachers understand that our ESOL children aren’t at a deficit, it’s 
just that they don’t speak the language. We see these particular children needing that 
hands-on, needing chunky, needing that experience that they can make those connections 
with because a lot of times that’s what they’re missing. They’re missing the background 
knowledge, they’re missing some real-world experiences, or they have some real world 
experiences and they don’t know how to connect it to what they’re doing in school.  
Principal 2 added to the discussion through an explanation of the inclusion of ELL instructional 
strategies in the general education classroom via small group instruction. In addition, Principal 2 
included the importance of language acquisition through phonics skills and vocabulary. Principal 
2 stated:  
We use a push in model for our students and so our ELL teachers go in and they plan 
with the teachers and they develop how they will work with them in the classroom. We 
do a lot of small group instruction within the classroom. We use these small groups to 
work on a lot of the lower-level phonic skills and you know sight words and word 
recognition and things like that. 
All five principals provided examples of the different types of ELL instructional strategies that 
are moving student achievement in their schools. Although each principal had a slightly different 
perspective on the specific strategies that are working for the Hispanic students enrolled in their 
school, the commonality throughout was the positive effect of ELL instructional strategies on 
Hispanic ELL students’ reading achievement. 
The balanced literacy model was another subtheme uncovered during the data analysis. 




School District. This model ensures that daily reading instruction includes three major 
components; reading, writing, and word work (Community Research Partner, 2014). The 
principals in this project study provided various instructional strategies and tools currently used 
with Black SEL students, however all directly correlated to the components of the Balanced 
Literacy Model. Principal 1 and Principal 2 discussed how their teachers use discussions and 
visual tools as a way to help instruct Black SEL students in reading. Principal 1 stated:  
We currently use extended discussion so having turns and talks, think-pair-share that has 
allowed the students to verbalize, their thinking, the understanding. The teacher is able to 
check for understanding and address misconceptions, or add on, or reteach, or able to see 
that the students are actually getting it and now they’re ready to move on, or make 
meaning of the conversation or questions more rigorously. We also use scaffolding so 
providing things like graphic organizers, any additional tools like that has definitely 
helped them. Also visual aids and pairing them with a peer… those have been strategies 
that Black students are able to use to develop a better a better understanding and able to 
apply the skills that they’re learning. 
Principal 2 stated: 
We use a lot of think-pair-share with our students. We use a lot of graphic organizers 
with our students and so they do that both whole group and both small group with all 
different types of skills. We are really trying to get kids to be able to hold discussions so 




Principal 2 also included the use of interactive word walls in her school as a way to help Black 
SELstudents with vocabulary or the Word Work component of Balanced literacy. Principal 2 
stated: 
Whereas word walls were just kind of there on the wall, we’re trying to do more 
interactive word walls, that’s been at the primary grade levels. We’re still using a lot of 
visual cues within a classroom with African-American students. We strive to incorporate 
and make sure that the room is very print rich, there’s lots of vocabulary and there’s an 
emphasis on that all the time, every day, in every content area. 
Principal 3 discussed the use of Balanced literacy through the lens of supporting below grade 
level Black SEL students in reading. The principal further explained the importance of phonics 
or Word Work (a Balanced literacy component), and building background knowledge to assist 
students with the ability to access texts through independent decoding of words. Principal 3 also 
shared the uses Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) to provide Black/SELs with daily 
reinforcement of foundational reading skills found in the Balanced Literacy Model. 
We’re starting at the basics and it allows them in a 30 minute session every single day, to 
really work on basic skills like sounds, grammar, familiar reads, every single day to one 
build up their stamina, to build their comprehension, and to also make them feel 
comfortable with reading. So, they work on phonics, they work on writing, they are 
introduced to a new book, and they are looking at words, and chunking words and 
looking at beginning sounds and ending sounds. So it’s a mixture of reading. The teacher 
also has to give running records every other day. We also see these particular children 




connections with because a lot of times that’s what they’re missing. They’re missing the 
background knowledge, they’re missing some real-world experiences, or they have some 
real world experiences and they don’t know how to connect it to what they’re doing in 
school. 
PD’s responses correlated with the other principals in regards to the importance of the Word 
Work component in the Balanced Literacy Model, but was the only principal to include the 
importance of parent literacy on Black SELreading achievement.  
We provide our African American students with vocabulary building in order to provide 
academic language for our African American learners with reading comprehension. With 
our African American learners it’s important that we engage their parents into what we 
do as far as literacy. So we hold a lot of literacy family nights for our African American 
families in order for our African American families to support their students at home as 
well.  
Principal 5 communicated the importance of Black/SELs receiving not only vocabulary 
instruction, but also consistent exposure to realia during small group instruction. Both of these 
instructional strategies are encompassed with the Balanced literacy model through Word Work 
and Guided Reading respectively.  
I think those students need more explicit vocabulary instruction, along with realia, along 
with visuals. We use realia with our students. We connect as much education as we can 
with real life experiences. We provide them with opportunities to build their background 




learning styles. It is very important that we are giving those students some small group 
instruction and just reiterating those things constantly with them.  
The participating principals provided a variety of strategies their teachers have used to move the 
student achievement of Hispanic ELL and Black SEL students. Although they listed individual 
instructional strategies, there was a consistent focus on ELL instructional strategies and Balanced 
literacy. Within each sub theme all principals discussed the importance of phonics, decoding, 
phonemic awareness, and vocabulary, which is all encompassed in language acquisition 
instruction.  
 The second set of sub questions explored principals’ perceptions on the differences in 
instructional strategies used with Black SEL and Hispanic/ELL students during the early 
childhood grades. Early childhood grades were defined for principals as Pre-Kindergarten 
through Kindergarten. The participating principals were then asked to explain the effect on 
vocabulary growth. The coding process continued to provide instructional strategies that fell 
within the two sub themes ELL Instructional Strategies and Balanced literacy for Hispanic ELLs 
and Black/SELs respectively. Overall, there was a consensus that ELL instructional strategies 
positively effect vocabulary growth in Hispanic ELL students. 
Of the five principals interviewed, four expressed a difference in the instructional strategies used 
in the early childhood grades for SEL and ELL students. Principal 1 shared the observation of 
question scaffolding and building background knowledge to assist students with understanding 
vocabulary within texts.  
The major strategies have to allow for that discussion, scaffold the objectives, provide 




strategies, they had definitely helped our African-American or black students as well. 
This has definitely impacted them because we do have a lot of Black students that come, 
and they don’t have a lot of language acquisition, and they don’t have the vocabulary. In 
our classrooms they participate in the Balanced Literacy Model, but benefit from the ELL 
strategies implemented for their Hispanic peers. 
Principal 1 discussed the effect of ELL instructional strategies on Black SEL student 
achievement in the early childhood grades, with a specific focus on indirect benefits to Black 
SEL students. Principal 3, Principal 4, and Principal expressed similar observations, however the 
responses were specifically categorized into Hispanic ELL instructional strategies and Black 
SEL instructional strategies. Principal 3, Principal 4, and Principal 5 all stated that ELL 
instructional strategies such as the use of visuals, phonics, and vocabulary work were used with 
Hispanic ELLs at the early childhood level in their schools. On the other hand, instructional 
strategies from the Balanced Literacy Model such as small group instruction and discussions 
were identified as being used with Black SEL students.  
Principal 3 shared the views of Principal 1 in regards to the there being a difference in ELL and 
SEL instructional strategies, but focused on the effect of the use of visual aids.  
The differences would be that they are really trying to utilize a lot of visual. So they are 
giving them the words, with a picture and/or video. So they trying to really tap into all of 
the different learning styles so they can make you know those connections whereas in a 
standard class they may use it, but they may not focus on it as much as if it’s an ESOL 
classroom. Because students are able to see the word, see the picture associated with the 




word means of and being able to really use it like in their writing in their speaking and in 
their every day of interaction. So it really assists in just building their vocabulary, 
building their understanding, building their speaking ability, their writing ability, their 
reading ability so being able to hear it, see it, touch it really pushes them to the next level. 
Principal 4 also acknowledged a difference in ELL and SEL instructional strategies and provided 
similar information regarding the importance of visual aids.  
I believe that teachers who teach non-English language learners teach differently than 
teachers who have to teach English language learners. The differences include using 
visuals in instruction. So you would see a lot of charts, pictures, technology usage, hands-
on activities, colors, students engaging in lesson versus with non-ELL students wouldn’t 
see as many of those visual aids. Also non-ELL teachers would not have to spend as 
much wait time, and would provide more opportunities to discuss with a partner, group 
work, and more opportunities for small groups. In my school in particular, this impacts 
vocabulary growth because in order for students to comprehend, they must have a 
baseline academic vocabulary. So in order for the teachers to be able to teach the 
strategies and skills, the students must know the meaning of the words and must be able 
to know the point of the lesson. Therefore the teachers have to do a lot of background 
building and prior knowledge connection in order to build on the vocabulary for the 
students. 
Principal 5 responded similarly to the other participants regarding the use of visuals, but also 




In the early childhood grades, is definitely building a lot of background knowledge, 
through the use of realia, through the use of visuals, and things of that nature. Connecting 
everything that you do to visuals to realia helps ELL primary students. Actually 
reiterating the sounds, letters, sight words, although that is something we do with the 
General Ed population, it is really important with our ESOL students. At our school in 
particular, it’s very important because a lot of our students come from areas where their 
primary language is an indigenous language, so it’s very disconnected from English. So 
they need a lot of those pictures, and a lot of that realia in order for them to really grasp 
the concept because the sights and sounds are not enough. So I think that is the most 
important, that real life, that background knowledge, and reiteration, constantly teaching 
the same skills over and over again. I think it tremendously impacts the vocabulary 
growth. If they’re exposed to it constantly in various ways, they’re able to make those 
connections. I think that ELL strategies would definitely impact not only Black students’ 
reading ability, but also going a step further with their comprehension. I think sometimes 
we do a great job of giving students the ability to phonetically, or sound out words, 
identify sight words, and they are able to read, but I think the next step further is “I can 
sound this word out, I see the diagraphs, I see the rime and onset here however, I don’t 
really know what this word means.” So vocabulary instruction and strategies to unlock 
unknown words will definitely help our students more. 
In summary the participants’ responses indicated that ELL Instructional strategies have 
been the foundation of Hispanic ELL students’ daily instruction. This instruction has positively 




Instructional strategies from the Balanced Literacy Model are implemented for Black/ELL 
students in each school. Currently, the impact on reading student achievement demonstrates the 
need for additional strategies to enhance the reading achievement of Black/SELs.  
Interview Findings on Theme B: Lack of Teacher Preparedness 
 The third set of sub questions focused on the teacher preparedness to work with Hispanic 
ELL and Black SELstudents and the effect on reading achievement. Through the coding process, 
the theme lack of teacher preparedness was consistent in all responses. The sub themes identified 
were barriers contributing to the theme; the fixed mindset of in-service teachers and ill-prepared 
novice teachers. All of the principals interviewed explained that their novice teachers were not 
prepared to work with Hispanic ELL or Black/ELL students prior to being hired. Principal 1 
stated:  
To be honest no, I don’t think they were prepared. They would rely a lot on our English 
language learner teachers, our ELL teachers. I feel that my recent graduates were ready to 
teach to the you know general education child whose English was their first language, but 
really didn’t have any background or training on how to differentiate and teach that same 
level and same rigor to our ELL students.  
Principals 2, 3, 4, and 5 shared the concern regard the lack of teacher preparedness.  
Principal 2 stated:  
No. No. I think coming in, I think people already have an idea of what they feel like is 
appropriate when coming into an ESOL setting, but it’s not until you get in, and you start 





Principals 3 shared:  
No! I really believe that our universities and colleges are not preparing our teachers to 
work in a diverse setting. They are really struggling with thinking about how to 
differentiate this instruction. Although our district has provided a curriculum, that's like a 
baseline, a lot of our children are still below the baseline. So, teachers are really 
struggling with how to make this different. We need to create a program for our 
upcoming and future teachers to help them understand that children that are coming from 
different backgrounds need different stuff. So absolutely we’re failing our teachers in 
those realms because when they get placed at schools like mine, they don’t have those 
strategies to quickly try and transfer into another skill so no, teachers are not prepared. 
Principal 4 stated: 
 
No not at all. I believe so because many of our incoming teacher candidates were not 
given the proper field experiences prior to becoming a teacher that allowed them to work 
with African American students or English language learners. A lot of the coursework 
that our candidates experienced did not require them to have practice with differentiating 
and creating engaging lessons for ELL or African American students. 
Principal 5 responded:  
In some instances I think that teachers are very much prepared, especially teachers who 
have received ESOL training prior to coming to our school. Teachers who have taught in 
diverse settings are able to be more culturally sensitive and culturally competent. 




school that have had ESOL preparedness, are prepared to teach ESOL, or are truly ready 
or have been equipped with the skills that are truly needed to teach our ESOL students. 
The principals’ perspectives regarding teachers’ preparedness to work with students 
learning English and academic content simultaneously focused on novice teachers, specifically 
those that recently entered the field of education from undergraduate studies. Principals 1, 2, and 
3 not only expressed an issue of lack of preparedness in novice teachers, but also a fixed mindset 
in veteran teachers. Principal 1 stated: 
My veteran teachers always feel like I have to lower the rigor, I have to water down, and 
make it easier, take it one or two grade levels behind in order to teach it to them and so 
definitely that showed that they didn’t have the training, or the appropriate professional 
development to teach them that. 
Principal 2 stated:  
My more veteran teachers are teachers that have been here for a long time. So they’ve 
been here 20 years, some 30 years, and so they came in during a time when the 
population was not what it is now. So, they really haven’t gone through the training to be 
equipped to service the kids that are here now versus the kids those were here 20 years 
ago. So my new teachers that come in, they all go through Sheltered Instruction 
Observation Protocol, we had someone from the ESOL Department come in and do a 
weekly teaching reading and writing to ESOL students so a lot of my new teachers went 
to that training. My new teachers are young and eager and want it, so you can tell them 
they are going to training and they will do it. Whereas my veteran teachers it takes a little 




going to benefit them. So I’ve had some veteran teachers that are on board and have done 
the SIOP training and have done the trainings after school and I have others that are 20 – 
30 years in and the mindset is so difficult to change. Both personally and because they 
are coming from a time “when I was here there wasn’t a lot of Hispanic and African 
American students.” The population is totally different now so it’s almost like I shouldn’t 
have to change, people need to adapt to how I teach. So we try to do a lot of professional 
development during staff meetings or during collaborative planning, but staff meetings 
are twice a month and one of those months we try to do other things and then that once a 
month that’s for professional development. that’s it until the next month unless you’re 
doing something during collaborative planning but that intense professional development 
we just don’t have the time in-house to do as much as we need to do to get everybody 
where they need to be. 
Principal 3 provided similar evidence regarding the veteran teachers at School 3: 
It’s really interesting when you’re looking at your more seasoned teachers, it depends on 
when they came. So I could be a seasoned teacher and I’ve been in for 50 years, and a 
seasoned teacher and I’ve been teaching for 20 years, or even 10. The mindsets of what 
kids can and cannot do, it can be really difficult for some teachers to really understand 
that some of our traditional approaches to instruction really doesn’t meet the needs of our 
children today. So you really have to approach them in a manner that you’re not 
degrading them, but letting them know that we got to change our practice, that we really 
need to look at how our kids are today, and what they really need now. And that requires 




easier with teachers who have been in the transition of one school house, one row, one 
way of teaching because they been in that transition putting the needs of kids first. But 
with your veteran teachers you just really have to let them know these are the 
expectations, and that if you are going to continue to be an education, we have to really 
move towards what the expectations are, or they may have to consider something else. So 
you really have to be strategic on how you approach some of our veteran teachers. Let 
them know that I still care about you, but I care about students and their success even 
more it can be challenging, but it can be done. 
 In summary, all five participants indicated that novice teachers were not prepared to 
develop lesson plans or deliver instruction to students who are simultaneously learning English 
and academic content. The principals’ responses were also the same in regards to the negative 
effect novice teacher preparedness has had on vocabulary growth in Black/SELs and Hispanic 
ELLs. In addition, Principals 1, 2, and 3 also expressed concern regarding veteran teachers’ 
abilities to deliver instruction to Black/SELs and Hispanic ELLs. A fixed mindset was the 
common contributing factor identified in their responses. 
Interview Findings on Theme C: Professional Development 
 The third set of sub questions identified the current needs for systemic professional 
development in the Northeast School District. Through the process of coding the participants’ 
responses, three sub themes were identified: (a) ELL Instructional Strategies; (b) Cultural 
Proficiency; and (c) professional development models. Participants all discussed consistency and 
accountability however, this was discussed in conjunction with their responses regarding models 




 Each principal expressed the importance of professional development on ELL 
instructional strategies for teachers and principals. There was a consensus on the idea that ELL 
strategies are good instructional strategies that benefit both Hispanic ELL and Black 
SELstudents. Principal 1 stated: 
So the type of professional development I think is key, that all teachers receive training 
on successful English language learner strategies. I think that it definitely benefits both 
like in second language learners not only Hispanic, but any student that is acquiring the 
language because with ELL, they’re looking at different strategies that are going to help. 
I feel that when you bring those ELL strategies in you’re helping all of the children. So I 
think that’s definitely a PD I think will benefit all the teachers that are teaching in schools 
where you have a majority English language learners as well as Black students. I feel that 
everyone will benefit, both administrators and teachers will benefit from strategies that 
focus on how to close the achievement gap between our English language learners, which 
will also help our Black students and their peers in more affluent schools. 
Principal 3 and Principal 5 discussed the use of ELL instructional strategy professional 
development through the use of the Shelter Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP).  
Principal 3 specified:  
I feel like the same strategies that we are using for ESOL students also apply to our 
African-American students, even though they speak the language, but sometimes we also 
have those gaps with the vocabulary and not really understanding what those words 
actually mean and how to use them in context. I think that schools should also implement 




practices that are very beneficial to both ESOL students and could also be beneficial to 
African-American students. So from SIOP to resources that deal with at risk African 
American students, I think that those would be some really good programs that would 
definitely help.  
Principal 3 provided the following summary as a response: 
I feel like the same strategies that we are using for ESOL students also apply to our 
African-American students. Even though they speak the language, sometimes they also 
have those gaps with the vocabulary. They don’t really understand what words actually 
mean and how to use them in context. So the District really needs to invest in, or share 
the wealth with General Education teachers. They should receive the same kind of 
training that are ESOL teachers are receiving and the accessibility to all the resources that 
they receive. General Education teachers as well as the administrators should have access 
to all that information. 
Principal 5 shared the same sentiment: “I think that schools should also implement the Shelter 
Instruction Observation Protocol which is SIOP, which includes many best practices that are 
very beneficial to both ESOL students and could also be beneficial to African-American 
students.” 
Principal 5 also stated:  
I think we all need to know the best practices for ESOL. I like to call it ESOL 101, just 
the basics, just what do we need to do because ESOL best practices can be utilized with 
any student to help them be successful. Basic ESOL strategies, teachers understanding 




understanding what behaviors should be expected from those different students. I think 
that will definitely help us to help our children better. 
Principal 4 shared: 
ELL best practices need to be taught throughout school systems and school sites. When I 
think about linguistic learners, I think about a student may have a dialect that could be 
from let’s say he’s English speaking, but he could have an African dialect and the 
teachers would need to have training around work with students with different dialects. I 
believe that our District needs to provide professional development around best practices 
for ELL learners. I believe that our teachers need professional development around 
vocabulary acquisition and language and linguistic acquisition and that can be for ELL 
learners and African American students. I feel like the same strategies that we are using 
for ESOL students also apply to our African-American students, even though they speak 
the language but sometimes we also have those gaps with the vocabulary and not really 
understanding what those words actually mean and how to use them in context.  
Principal 2 explained:  
I think there should be more professional development offered by the ESOL Office 
around what that looks like. I think our ESOL teachers need to be trained more, by the 
ESOL Department on ESOL instructional strategies and how those things can be 
implemented in the classroom. I think our ESOL teachers and General Education teachers 
need Professional Development on what does a good push in program look like and what 




need to be ESOL teachers because they don’t have the background knowledge around 
what is an ESOL learner, how do they learn, and what strategies are most effective. 
Cultural proficiency professional development was identified as a need for teachers (novice and 
veteran) and administrators. Each principal believed that schools in the Northeast School District 
would provide higher quality education if they had a cultural understanding of the students they 
service. Principal 1 stated: “I believe that cultural proficiency training needs to first take place 
for classroom teachers and specialists in order for teachers, and educators to learn how to learn 
about different cultures and how to integrate cultures into instruction.” 
Principal 2 expressed a similar perspective:  
First it’s important for us to just learn, to do professional development around, just 
culturally how do we support Hispanic and African American students. Because I think 
sometimes we forget that there is a culture with that, and we have to learn that culture in 
order to figure out how to best meet their needs and best instruct them. So definitely, 
something to teachers about the culture of Hispanic and Black or African Americans, and 
that link with education and the importance of education. 
Principal 3 shared the need for systemic professional development on cultural proficiency versus 
using outside sources:  
I feel that there are many other organizations like Association of Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (ASCD) that has lots of courses that teachers can take. Of 
course you have to pay for it, but they are very, beneficial because they focus on at risk 
African-American boys or Hispanic ELL students. They help teachers understand that our 




different things and that if we’re going to talk about differentiating instruction we have to 
really know how our minority students actually learn. How we actually engage in text 
and what some of our root causes are, and this is why we’re falling behind, and this is 
how we catch you up. 
Principal 4 explained the need for educators’ cultural proficiency as follows:  
I strongly agree with cultural competency being a mandatory training for all schools, 
regardless of their populations. I believe that cultural proficiency training needs to first 
take place for classroom teachers and specialists in order for teachers, and educators to 
learn how to learn about different cultures and how to integrate cultures into instruction. 
Then I believe that cultural leadership needs to be taught to administrators and to central 
office employees in order for our leaders to know how to lead teachers to integrate 
culture proficiency into instruction. 
 
The responses from Principal 5 coincided with the other principals’ responses: 
I believe that cultural proficiency training needs to first take place for classroom teachers 
and specialists in order for teachers, and educators to learn how to learn about different 
cultures and how to integrate cultures into instruction. Then I believe that cultural 
leadership needs to be taught to administrators and to central office employees in order 
for our leaders to know how to lead teachers to integrate culture proficiency into 
instruction. I think that our District really needs to focus on a systemic training, not 
necessarily mandatory for every school, but where we are addressing the needs of our 




country and they are just put into a general education classroom, without getting those 
foundational skills. But I also think that that could also be for student who have broken or 
have interrupted education or traumatic experiences. So this could actually, the 
newcomer model could actually be used for other populations who’ve had similar 
situations and maybe just don’t have that language barrier. 
The consistent systemic professional development topics expressed by the principals 
were ELL instructional strategies and cultural proficiency. There was a common request among 
the principals’ for an ongoing model implementation model in the Northeast School District. 
First and foremost, each principal shared the need for consistency. Second, they wanted a model 
where there was instruction, action-research, reflection, and a group think tank for sharing 
successes and challenges. There were various methods for monitoring that were shared, but all 
lead to a similar agreement of how to monitor the implementation. 
Each principal shared their frustration regarding the lack of consistency in current 
systemic professional development and stated that anything implemented in the future should be 
ongoing throughout the school year. Principal 1 explained the need for on-going professional 
development on ELL instructional strategies.  
Specifically Principal 1 expressed: 
I think that it should be done on a consistent basis and it should be back mandatory 
because if you want that to be a systemic changes and see all of our ESOL schools 
succeed then it can’t be optional for some schools to opt out of it. I think that it should be 
everyone, it should be on a monthly basis, people in central office content leads or ELL 




place to launch you know that professional development and say okay every second 
Thursday this what we’re going to do. 
Principal 2 shared:  
If everybody had the same professional development, no matter where you go you will be 
able to service those kids because everybody’s got the same professional development. 
When I think about how often systemic professional development should take, I think it 
depends on how deep you’re going. So if you’re really trying to dig deep. This should be 
something that occurs once a week. I don’t know how you do that with so many people in 
the District. So I don’t know if that means biweekly, once a month, but it needs to be 
something that you go and do it and bring back something that shows evidence of. So that 
you can see if you’re growing, or did I just get the information and go back and it just sits 
in a file cabinet somewhere and I never go back to it. 
Principal 3 stated: 
It’s an ongoing cycle, it’s not something you do quarterly. It really needs to be something 
that you know where you’re in the work constantly. What we have now is not consistent. 
It is really sad to say, that I don’t think that as a District we’ve really truly had that focus. 
It’s like the umbrella, this is what you can do with your ESOL students, or this is what 
you can do with your at-risk African-American males, but to say that as a District, that 
really, truly has a high ESOL population and nearly 80% African-American, that we 
really truly concentrate on strategies that really work for our minority students. 
Principal 4 explained the importance of mandatory professional development implemented with 




that the professional development is done with fidelity, or I don’t believe anything is 
mandatory.”  
Principal 5 stated: “A training should go on throughout the school year, possibly four – eight 
times a year.” 
The models for implementation suggested by each principal are comparable as well. The 
principals wanted professional development sessions that provide: (1) participants with detailed 
instruction; time for classroom implementation and reflection; sharing of successes, challenges, 
and brainstorming during sessions, and monitoring via walkthroughs. Principals 1 and 5 stated 
the need for the professional development with focus on the needs of individual schools: 
Principal 1 explained:  
First I think it needs to be targeted, so looking at the schools where you have a majority 
Hispanic ELL and Black population. I think that at these schools it should be everyone. It 
should be on a monthly basis and people in central office, content leads or ELL leads that 
will go into the schools and work with the ESOL teams if there’s one already in place to 
launch that professional development and say okay every second Thursday this what 
we’re going to do. And then at the same time the monitoring can be things like learning 
walks, ideally unannounced I don’t think all of the schools need it. They have to look at 
look at the population, the demographics of each school, and see which ones will qualify 
for these professional development initiatives.  
Principal 5 stated: 
I think we should have some say so and be able to tweak it to some extent with support 




training that goes on throughout the school year, possibly four to eight times a year. The 
sessions should also have an opportunity to apply, and then reflect on the practices 
they’ve learned about and have an opportunity for administration or the ESOL 
Department to come in and monitor those things.  
Principal 5 also spoke about the importance of buy-in.  
I think at the beginning of both trainings there should be buy-in from each school as to 
what cultural proficiency will look like in this school, and what ESOL best practices will 
look like in this school, and that checklist can be used to monitor those classrooms and 
monitor those teachers as they go in.  
Principals 2, and 3 agreed with the model discussed by Principals 1 and 5. 
Principal 2 suggested the following model for professional development: 
It should be something where you go to training, you get this information, and now 
you’re going to try that in your classroom. You come back and you talk about that, you 
share examples of what you did, and you get feedback from other people about this work 
in your classroom and what you’re going to try next time. Almost like a focus group, but 
maybe not necessarily. I don’t know how you do that with so many people in the District, 
but it needs to be something where it’s not you just get it and you go, but you have to go 
do something and bring something back as evidence that you tried it. You have to discuss 
if it was effective, and if not get feedback from somebody else so you can go back and try 
it. So that you can see if you’re growing, or did you just get the information and go back 
and it just sits in a file cabinet somewhere and you never go back to it. 




Right now they have this model where they have Professional Development Lead 
Teachers (PDLTs) that go out, receive training, and they are supposed to turnkey it, but I 
don’t know that it’s effective as it needs to be. So maybe if there’s a small cohort in your 
building that goes and receives this training and then they come back, they implement it, 
maybe have like two weeks to implement it as a school, and then go back and talk about. 
They explain this is what we learned, these are our findings, this was what was successful 
and then whoever is really overseeing it, assists the cohort in how to tweak it. They 
would have them talk about successes, failures, and how to tweak that. Then cohort 
would go back, implement it, collect data, and return back to the larger group with their 
results. So it’s an ongoing cycle, it’s not something you do quarterly. It really needs to be 
something that you know where you’re in the work constantly, where you’re always 
evaluating, reevaluating, implementing, and assessing. It really needs to be a small cohort 
of teachers, in your building, and not just one or two.  
Principal 3 also shared a barrier to this method of implementation: 
It’s really hard especially if you have a school where you have 100 staff members like 
mine, and there are just two PDLTs, and they’re also a classroom teacher. But if you’re 
able to really focus in on maybe just the grade level chairs, or your leadership team they 
could be responsible for going to this training. If it’s after school, then they stay for this 
training and they come up with a plan on how to really deliver that information to the 
staff. Then the staff is held accountable for implementing it, and administration has to go 




and go back to the District and show the success of our learning. So, it’s just an ongoing 
cycle. 
Summary of Research Findings 
A review of the research findings as they relate to the focus group and interview 
questions provided meaningful information on the perspectives of principals of Title I, ELL, 
elementary schools and the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in reading at the fourth grade 
level. The data provided by the five participating principals contributed to the development of 
the project for this study. The findings from this study revealed that ELL instructional strategies 
have had a positive effect on Hispanic ELL students reading proficiency, while Balanced literacy 
instructional strategies used with Black/SELs has stagnated Black SEL students’ progress in 
reading proficiency. The data also exposed a gap in teacher preparedness for both novice and 
veteran teachers. Finally, the principals’ responses provided examples of preferred professional 
development models, with an exclusive focus on cultural proficiency and the use of ELL 
instructional strategies for ELL and SEL students. 
The findings revealed that ELL instructional strategies have had a positive effect on 
Hispanic ELL student achievement in reading. Specifically, the principals stated that the focus 
on language acquisition provided students the ability to not only independently access 
vocabulary through phonics and phonemic awareness, but also the ability to truly comprehend 
vocabulary when reading independently. Language acquisition strategies permitted Hispanic 
ELL students to make meaning of the texts they are exposed to in reading and overall has 




 Balanced literacy was the dominant topic of discussion among the participating principals 
in regards to instructional strategies used with Black SEL students reading proficiency. Two 
principals discussed interventions used to enhance the reading achievement of below grade level 
Black/SELs. These interventions included the same strategies in the Balanced Literacy Model, 
however instructional delivery takes place in an additional 30-minute small group pullout setting. 
There was a consensus amongst all five principals that there is a need for additional strategies 
outside of Balanced literacy to increase Black SEL student achievement in reading. 
  The findings also showed that the lack of teacher preparedness is having a negative 
effect on the student achievement on those learning English and academic content 
simultaneously. Novice teachers are not prepared to service ELLs or SELs because they have not 
received instruction during their undergraduate work, or teacher preparation programs. 
Furthermore the findings suggest the lack of preparedness of veteran teachers as well. The 
principals attributed a fixed mindset regarding the changes is student demographics to veteran 
teachers willingness to participate in professional development that will enhance their 
instructional practices. Overall, the principals stated that they have included a tremendous 
amount of on-the-job training for all teachers at the individual school level and believe systemic 
professional development would be more beneficial. 
 The research findings also revealed a need for systemic professional development 
provided by the Northeast School District. Consistent systemic professional development was 
very important to each principal. Consistency was defined as the frequency of implementation as 
well as the topics covered. ELL Instructional Strategies and Cultural Proficiency were expressed 




permitted administrators and teachers the opportunity to work in cohorts or focus groups; learn 
material from an ELL specialist; time to practice instructional strategies in their schools, time for 
reflection, time to share successes and challenges with the overall cohort, and time for 
reimplementation as needed. Although various methods of monitoring were mentioned, returning 
to the cohort to share the results of implementation and learning walks were the most prominent 
suggestions for monitoring this type of systemic professional development. 
Validation 
The data collected in this project study was validated through member checking and peer 
debriefing. Providing each participant a copy of their individual responses from the focus group 
and semi-structured interviews to review completed the member checking process. In addition, 
participants were provided the themes that were interpreted from the data collected. The process 
of member checking allowed participants to ensure that the themes generated collectively from 
the common topics in each interview, clearly conveyed the overall experience and instructional 
professional development needs of principals in schools experiencing the Black and Hispanic 
achievement gap. Member checking was used to clarify participants’ responses if needed, and to 
ensure the interpretations developed during the data analysis clearly represented the participants’ 
perspectives. Based on the results of member checking, no discrepant information was reported 
by the participants. 
Peer debriefing occurred through the assistance of a colleague within the Northeast 
School District. This colleague has received their doctorate from a local university. The coding 
process was very overwhelming because of the large amounts of data reviewed. The peer 




not apparent in the analysis. This person also assumed the role of a sounding board during this 
time to help maintain focus and provided redirection to the research questions when confusion 
occurred. Overall, the peer debriefer questioned my methods, interpretations, and ensured that 
any interpretations were free of bias. Discussions with the peer debriefer also led to possible 










Section 3: The Project 
Introduction 
Section 3 of this project study provides an overview of the goals for this program once 
implemented successfully in a northeast school district. This project study is a systemic 
professional development plan on the use ELL instructional strategies with SEL students. Based 
on the data analysis in Section 2, a rational is provided to support the need for professional 
development on the topics cultural proficiency and the use of ELL instructional strategies with 
SEL students. An explanation is provided to demonstrate how the connection between the 
literature reviewed and data collected led to the development of this professional development 
plan. The professional development plan is explained to provide specific information regarding 
the implementation timeline, on-going follow-up sessions, and how implementation will be 
monitored in schools. Section 3 ends with a detailed plan for evaluating the effectiveness of the 
plan, and next steps for the following school year. The plan begins with a detailed discussion of 
the learning targets, or goals for the professional development plan. These targets guide the 
overall structure of the systemic professional development plan. Appendix A includes the 
components needed to implement the plan, which includes, a syllabus of monthly readings and 
assignments. Appendix A also contains all documents used for orientation, needs assessments, 
session feedback, and evaluation of the professional development series. 
Description and Goals 
This project study is a year-long, systemic professional development plan on using ELL 
strategies with SEL students. The plan is designed to provide Title I elementary schools in a 




needed to decrease the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in a northeast school district. The 
plan addressed the need for teacher and administrator professional development in the area of 
ELL instructional strategies and cultural competency. The project begins with an overall needs 
assessment of general education teachers in a northeast school district. The needs assessment was 
used to determine the current instructional strategies implemented to move Black students 
reading below grade level to proficiency. The assessment also provides the data needed to plan 
differentiated professional development based on teachers’ and administrators’ knowledge of 
ELL instructional strategies. The professional development strand will begin in June 2016 during 
the Northeast School District Leadership Institute and continue until June 2017. 
Rationale 
A consistent theme throughout the data analysis was the need for consistent professional 
development in a northeast school district. In addition, the principals’ responses developed a 
second theme around the positive effects of ELL instructional strategies and the need for 
additional instructional strategies to move the literacy academic achievement of struggling Black 
students. A year-long systemic professional development plan provides the opportunity for 
administrators and non-ELL teachers to learn, implement, and practice ELL strategies and 
operate as a think tank for using this information to differentiate instruction in general education 
classes for Black students as well. In Section 2, the principals interviewed expressed an overall 
concern regarding the need for professional development on ELL instructional strategies as a 
method for differentiating instruction for all students. The literature review that follows enhances 
the wealth of information gathered on the topic of the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in 




culture as medium for moving student achievement; specific ELL instructional strategies to 
increase students’ access to independent reading and comprehension; and the theory guiding the 
instruction of adults. Overall, the project enhances the skillset of teachers and provides additional 
strategies to attack the issue of Black students performing below grade level in reading. The 
project not only provides instructional strategies, but also a professional learning community 
where teachers and administrators learn, apply, and reflect on their instructional experiences. 
This project will also serves as a problem-solving unit, where educators will work together to 
assist with editing instructional strategies to ensure instructional success, which leads to 
increased academic achievement. Finally, this project has the potential to be a foundation course 
for all new teachers in the Northeast School District, as well as a springboard for future 
professional development for seasoned teachers. Teachers mastering the concepts and 
demonstrating academic growth in Literacy in Black students can become future facilitators of 
this learning in their own schools, or at the district level. 
Review of the Literature 
The findings of the study indicated that principals of large, Title I, ESOL schools are 
concerned about the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in their schools, the lack of cultural 
competency among pre-service and in-service teachers, and administrators, and the lack of 
consistent systemic professional development and monitoring of instructional strategies for 
Black SEL and Hispanic ELL students. Participants expressed a need for professional 
development that focuses on ELL instructional strategies for teaching reading to below grade 
level Black students. Professional development for administrators and teachers on the use of ELL 




that may increase Black student reading achievement on standardized assessments and 
throughout their lives. 
The following literature review reports on the most current research focused on research 
regarding professional development for educators. A review of the literature begins with a brief 
overview of adult learning theory and the correlation to social constructivism. Following that are 
the themes identified by research participants during the data collection process regarding best 
practices for professional development in large school systems. The review ends with a 
discussion of web-based professional development. The literature review was conducted through 
the Walden University Library generating scholarly sources from various databases. The key 
word search terms included: adult learning theory, cultural proficiency, professional 
development in education, effective professional development, and professional learning 
communities in education. Only peer-reviewed literature within the past 6 years was considered 
for this project study. Sources older than 6 years were included only for the theoretical 
framework when referenced. The literature review begins a discussion of adult learning theory 
and its correlation to social constructivism. 
Social Constructivism and Adult Learning Theory 
  Social constructivism “maintains that knowledge is the result of social interaction and 
language” (Jordan, Carlile, & Stack, 2008, p. 59). Lev Vygotsky is considered one of the 
pioneers of social constructivism due to his belief in social interaction as an essential segment of 
learning (Huang, 2002; Powel, & Kalina, 2009). Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development 
posits that “learning collaboratively with others, particularly in instructional settings” enhances 




1996, p. 132; Lantolf & Thorne, 2000, p. 207). Although Vygotsky’s work discussed pedagogy 
or methods of teaching children, his work correlates to andragogy or methods for educating 
adults. Both methods are grounded in social constructivism and emphasize that the learner own 
their learning and that instructional strategies include “experiential learning and problem solving 
approaches” (Huang, 2002, p. 34). The systemic professional development series designed as a 
result of this project study will provide participating principals the opportunity to learn in a face-
to-face and online environment through discussions with their colleagues. In addition, 
participants will participate in experimental learning, through their implementation of the 
instructional strategies within their schools. ELL Instructional strategies will be discussed, 
questioned, and implemented with struggling Black readers throughout the series. Participants 
will further their learning by discussing the effect of the instructional strategies attempted and 
revise the approach based on needs identified during online discussions and physical meetings. 
Effective Professional Development 
 Student achievement is directly correlated to teacher quality (Bayar, 2014). The demand 
for highly qualified teachers has led to the coordination of professional development 
opportunities that enhance the practice of both novice and veteran educators (Bayar, 2014). 
Various methods of professional development exists; however, traditional methods such as “sit 
and gets” have not proven successful (Nashimura, 2014, p. 37). Effective professional 
development for educators must be meaningful and sustainable, and it must permit time for self-
reflection (Domitrovich, Gest, Gill, Jones, & DeRousie, 2009). Effective professional 
development is grounded in participant “buy-in” (Archibald, Coggshall, Croft, & Goe, 2011, p. 




direct impact on teacher practice” (Archibald, et al., 2011, p. 3). Finally, effective professional 
development permits all learners the opportunity for praxis and reflection (Stewart, 2014). 
 Educator buy-in alone does not ensure effective professional development. Learning 
Forward (2015) identified four pre-requisites that “reside where professional learning intersects 
with professional ethics” (p. 3). Efficacy is the underpinning of effective professional 
development (Learning Forward, 2015). In order for educators to ensure that all students are 
receiving a distinguished education, they must ground themselves in the life-long earning 
process, which begins with high quality professional development. In addition to a commitment 
to all students, educators must be “ready to learn” when participating in professional learning 
activities (Learning Forward, 2015). This permits the opportunity to build their instructional 
knowledge base through collegial interactions, which can “foster collaborative inquiry that 
enhances individual and collective performance” (Learning Forward, 2015, p. 3). Finally, 
professional learning must be differentiated to ensure that all participants can access the learning 
in a way that will move their overall instructional practice. Learning Forward (2015) stated that 
once these prerequisites are in place, professional learning activities aligned to school district 
visions, missions, goals, and schools’ needs can be developed. 
 Professional learning opportunities must provide educators with support and experiences 
that promote the use of assessment data to address the needs of diverse student populations 
(Archibald, et al., 2011). High quality professional development provides educators with a venue 
to develop their skillset in the use of data to implement linguistically and culturally responsive 
instructional practices (Archibald, et al., 2011). Learning Forward (2015) and Archibald, et al., 




• Alignment to state, school district, and school standards and assessments. 
• Expert leaders who cultivate skillset, develop, and establish support systems for 
professional learning. 
• A mandated cycle for “prioritizing, monitoring, and coordinating resources” (Learning 
Forward, 2015, p. 2).  
• Instructional strategies that directly reflect the core content and content-specific 
instructional strategies.  
• Inclusion of human learning theories and research. 
• Opportunities for implementation and practice of the new instructional strategies.  
• Opportunities for collegial collaboration. 
• Embedded follow-up and continuous feedback from the facilitator. 
• Employs research on change and the strategies needed to sustain professional learning 
activities over time. 
Currently the Northeast School District’s Coherence Framework focuses on Literacy 
(Community Partner, 2014). In addition, all schools in the district have been charged with 
moving student achievement on the Scholastic Reading Inventory, an independent reading 
comprehension assessment for students in grades two – eight. This project study aligns to the 
district goals, of developing educator capacity, which will in turn ensure proficient readers at the 
elementary level, as an effort to decrease future dropout rates by ninth grade. In order to ensure 
high quality and effective professional learning activities, the standards listed above will be used 





 The demographics of urban public schools have continuously diversified since the early 
20th century (Ball, 2009). However, the neighborhoods of these urban, public school students 
generally remain segregated, and their teachers lack the preparation required to educate students 
from cultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Ball, 2009). Culturally proficient teachers 
and administrators begin with a superintendent serving as culturally proficient role model 
(Wright & Harris, 2010). It is pertinent a school district superintendent facilitate student 
achievement by providing pre-service and in-service educators professional development that 
fosters the growth of an optimistic and diverse mindset (Keiser, 2009). Culturally proficient 
professional development educates administrators and teachers on how to limit bias and 
stimulate equity within the classroom (Sheng, Sheng, & Anderson, 2011). Educators who take 
full advantage of cultural proficiency professional development and implement it in their schools 
are cognizant of cultural differences, and adapt pedagogy to differentiate daily instruction for the 
diverse groups of students they service (Sheng, Sheng, & Anderson, 2011). Overall, cultural 
proficiency refocuses the instructional strategies of teachers to ensure that the needs of all 
students are met regardless of cultural differences, and encourages an environment when 
students and teachers learn collectively (Beckett, 2011). 
ELL Instruction 
  Understanding the process of learning a second language is important for teachers and 
administrators because it is relevant to the learning of all students (Short, Vogt, & Eschevarria, 
2008). Through the use of the multiple forms of language (oral, non-verbal, visual, and written) 




reading, and writing skills, which are essential for literacy (Calderon, Slavin, & Sanchez, 2011). 
Academic contents builds on the foundation of basic language (Pandey, 2012). Students cannot 
be expected to perform on grade level if their “level of English proficiency is below what is 
needed to understand the instructions” of the assignments or assessments administered (Short, 
Vogot, & Eschevarria, 2008, p. 18). ELL instructional strategies provide students with the skills 
needed to access the grade level content necessary for progressing at each grade level. In order 
for teachers and administrators to understand the implementation of ELL instructional strategies, 
an overall comprehension of language acquisition is needed. 
Language acquisition is the result of continuous “interactions between internal child 
factors and the environment” (Shatz & Wilkinson, 2010). Students who speak minority language 
can be greatly impacted educationally because they have had “fewer opportunities to develop 
and use” their home language within the majority language culture (Shatz & Wilkinson, 2010, p. 
49). Teachers and administrators must understand language acquisition because of its connection 
to overall learning (Short, Vogot, & Eschevarria, 2008). In order for students to learn a language 
teachers must provide instruction that moves students’ to: 
1. Understand the sounds, intonations, morphemes, phrases, sentences, varieties, 
and cultural meanings. 
2. Speak clearly and in a culturally appropriate tone.  
3. Demonstrate proficiency on grade-level content. 
4. Read and write using correct grammar and spellings (Pandey, 2012). 
Overall, teaching discourse (vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and spelling) is imperative to 




 Baker et al. (2014) discussed four types of academic content and literacy instructional 
strategies for teachers of ELL students. The recommendations begin with a focus on the key 
areas of ELL instruction by providing strategies for vocabulary, content area oral and written 
instruction, structured opportunities to develop written language, and small group intervention. 
Vocabulary is the primary entryway for education (Marzano, 2010). A robust vocabulary “is an 
important part of language development and is essential to academic success” (Short, Vogot, & 
Eschevarria, 2008, p. 20). Successful students are comfortable with content-area vocabulary 
(August et al. 2009). To develop such learners, teachers must instruct students in the areas of 
“word learning, word awareness strategies, and in cognate recognition and use” (Short, Vogot, & 
Eschevarria, 2008, p. 20). In addition, students must be provided with multiple methods of 
exposure to vocabulary within context (Shatz & Wilkinson, 2010).  
Baker et al. (2014) recommended educators “teach a set of academic vocabulary words 
intensively across several days using a variety of instructional activities” (p. 3). Specifically, 
teachers select five to eight words from a brief piece of on grade level texts that are necessary for 
understanding the texts and have “cross-language potential” (Baker et al., 2014, p. 17). The 
selected words are taught over time using various modalities such as speaking, listening, and 
writing. This provides student consistent exposure and word with the words throughout the 
learning process. Finally, teachers must provide “word-learning” strategies that develop their 
ability to independently use the context of a sentence, word parts, or cognates determine the 
meaning of a word (Baker et al., 2014).  
Oral and written ELL instruction should be integrated into the various content areas 




classroom (Haynes, 2007; Gunderson, 2009). Baker et al. (2014) suggested four instructional 
strategies to implement successful oral and written instruction. Visual tools such as short videos, 
and graphic organizers can be used to assist students with comprehending academic content. 
Videos provide an entryway for ELLs by providing the background knowledge needed to engage 
in discussions about the content (Baker et al., 2014). Graphic organizers allow teachers to 
scaffold instruction based on the instructional needs of students. They also assist students in 
identifying patterns or themes within written texts. The explicit instruction of content-specific 
vocabulary and academic vocabulary “ensures new words become part of students’ listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing vocabularies” (Baker et al., 2014, p. 44). Daily opportunities for 
discussion provide ELLs time to rehearse conversational language, and also provides the teacher 
opportunities to gather data regarding students’ proficiency in the areas of understanding and 
processing. Finally, the use of writing activities with students enables the opportunity to 
demonstrate application of the skills and concepts (Baker et al., 2014). 
This literature review provides the additional information needed to ensure a research-
based professional development plan. Adult learning theory is used to ensure that all 
instructional strategies are appropriate for an audience of teachers and administrators. Effective 
professional development strategies are included to guarantee that the plan is developed using 
criteria proven to enhance the skillset of educators. The literature review in Section 2 discussed 
culturally relevant teaching, but did not include cultural proficiency and ELL instructional 
strategies. Both themes are pertinent to the development and implementation of the project study 





Potential Resources and Existing Supports 
The Northeast School District has recently developed an office dedicated to diversity 
affairs. This central office is a potential resource for this professional development plan. 
Currently the Northeast School District uses the Coherence Framework to create 
interdependence among the various aspects of the District as well as enhance understanding how 
each reinforce one another to enhance student achievement (Community Resource, 2014). At the 
core of this framework is literacy in the Northeast School District. This project study is key to 
the work of enhancing literacy levels of all students and therefore will have the full support of 
central office.  
Another potential resource and supporter of this project study will be the English for 
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) Office. The ESOL office will provide multiple forms of 
support for this professional development plan. As ESOL Instructional Specialists and mentor 
teachers are experts on ELL instructional strategies. These specialists can serve as facilitators of 
the professional development sessions, or can recommend distinguished ESOL teachers 
throughout the district that can serve in this capacity. Finally, Northeast School District ESOL 
department will be a source of materials. The first cohort of participants will be administrators 
and student of schools experiencing the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. Since these 
schools currently work with the ESOL Department, administrators will not have to allocate 





The two potential barriers to this project study may be funding and time. Funding for 
these professional development sessions may be a barrier. If the sessions are provided during the 
school day, funding will need to be provided to fund substitutes. The alternative of after school 
professional development will require funding for teacher stipends. However, the schools 
involved are Title I and if principals are aware of this training prior to completing their annual 
Student Based and Title I budgets, resources can be allocated at the school level to assist the 
school system with overall costs.  
Administrators and teachers are consistently concerned about the limited amount of instructional 
time in a school day. There is also concern regarding the amount of time lesson planning 
consumes. Currently the Northeast School District maintains an approximately six hour and ten 
minute school day at the elementary level. This leaves very little time for teacher planning during 
the school day, unless principals have allocated funds for substitutes for monthly day-long 
collaborative planning. In addition, participation in monthly cohort professional development, 
the planning required to implement ELL instructional strategies, and the additional time needed 
during the literacy block to include these strategies all require additional time. Similar to the 
issue of funding, if principals are aware of need for substitutes for planning purposes prior to the 
submission of fiscal budgets, funds may be allocated during this time. The school system could 
also provide funds to assist with this systemic instructional improvement.  
Proposal for Implementation and Timetable 
 This set of professional development sessions are designed to enhance the instructional 




below grade level Black students within their schools. Throughout the sessions, the cohort will 
gain an understanding of ELL strategies and their effective use during literacy instruction. The 
professional development sessions will be conducted once a month for approximately three and a 
half hours after school. Once a quarter, one after school monthly meeting will be replaced by a 
day-long session, which will last eight hours. Participants will be responsible for participating in 
ten sessions from July to the next June of one school year. A needs assessment will be 
administered to each participant two months prior to the first session. Responses will be used to 
determine any glaring topics that may have been overlooked in the development of the course. 
 The Northeast School District ESOL Department will participate in the hiring of two 
ESOL mentor teachers as session facilitators. Throughout the year, guest facilitators will lead 
sessions. Guest facilitators will be General Education teachers, proficient in the implementation 
of ELL strategies. They will share their methods of including ELL strategies during their daily 
Balanced literacy lessons; and progress monitoring. Although these facilitators are General 
Education teachers of predominantly ELL students, they will provide participants with an in-
depth view of their use of ELL strategies with SELs as well.  
 ELL instructional strategies encompass a variety of areas. This year-long professional 
development session will include 11 sessions covering three major topics. The first three sessions 
will discuss cultural proficiency and culturally relevant teaching. The next four sessions will 
cover language acquisition skills necessary for phonics and phonemic awareness development. 
The final four sessions will provide instruction on academic vocabulary within content specific 
areas. Each session will begin with the cohort reviewing their reflections of previous 




alleviate challenges. Direct instruction from the facilitator will include group discussions and 
will conclude with time for the cohort to plan the implementation of strategies in their individual 
schools for the next month. 
Roles and Responsibilities of Student and Others 
Participation from numerous stakeholders will be needed to ensure the success of this 
professional development series. I will serve as the program coordinator. My responsibilities will 
include developing, monitoring, and maintaining the cohort Google site. This site will maintain 
the schedule of sessions, updates, and additional materials participants may find helpful. As 
program coordinator I will also provide monthly e-mail reminders regarding future professional 
development sessions, assignments, and expectations. The Northeast School District will require 
a liaison between the program and the district. As program coordinator, I will be responsible for 
this task. Meetings with Northeast School District executives will be held to discuss the initiation 
of the program, district level responsibilities, challenges, and successes. In order to collect data 
as evidence to support the success of the professional development session, I will observe all 
cohort sessions, review monthly feedback forms with facilitators and enhance sessions as 
necessary, and participate in learning walkthroughs with school-based cohorts to observe the 
teachers’ instructional delivery. 
The success of this professional development series is extremely dependent on the 
participants within the cohort and the facilitators. Administrators are responsible for modeling 
the expectation of attending all sessions, collaboratively planning with teachers during sessions 
and in the school, providing time for school-based cohort reflections and learning walkthroughs, 




are responsible for attending all sessions, openly participating in all collaborative planning and 
reflection sessions, consistently implementing the ELL instructional strategies in their classroom 
with struggling Black readers, and collecting and progress monitoring their students’ literacy 
data throughout the school year.  
The facilitator of this professional development series has the responsibility of planning 
engaging and informative sessions for the cohort. As an ELL Mentor Teacher in the Northeast 
School District, the facilitator serves as the expert in the room. They will be a consistent resource 
for the cohort on ELL instructional strategies. The effectiveness of each session will depend on 
the facilitator’s preparedness. Although the program coordinator will assist with organizing the 
over all content for this professional development series, the facilitator is responsible for 
organizing materials for each monthly session, monitoring the cohort’s Google question site 
throughout the month, and adapting the sessions to the needs of the participants. As each school 
designs their learning walkthroughs to gather data on their implementation of the ELL 
instructional strategies, the facilitator will assist with designing the learning walkthrough forms, 
and participate in the actual walkthroughs to ensure proficient implementation of ELL 
instructional strategies. 
The Northeast School District has a major stake in this professional development series 
because it strives to close the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. District level approval will 
be required for many factors that will ensure the series will take place. The approval to partner 
with the Northeast School District ESOL Department is needed, to begin the process of selecting 
a facilitator or multiple facilitators for these professional development sessions. The district will 




three and half hour sessions, and breakfast and lunch for all day long sessions. The district will 
also grant the program coordinator and facilitator access to each participating schools’ data in the 
online assessment database. 
Project Evaluation 
The overall goals of the evaluation are to determine how effective the professional 
development sessions are at enhancing the skillset of administrators and teachers in the area of 
instructional strategies that will close the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. The effectiveness 
of this project study will be monitored via a formative approach. At the conclusion of every 
professional development session, participants will be asked to complete a plus, delta, and 
appreciation feedback form. Participants will be asked to focus on their learning and their 
learning needs within the cohort. Based on this specific feedback each session will be altered to 
meet the needs of the participants. This will allow for consistent adjustments throughout the year 
that will provide an environment most conducive to adult learning. 
District level literacy assessments are administered in October, January, and May. 
Participants will be required to bring their data from these District level assessments for review. 
Teachers of primary grades (K – 1st) will bring Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) data. 
Intermediate grade level teachers (2nd – 6th) will submit Scholastic Reading Inventory lexile 
scores. During these sessions, participants will discuss growth in student data, specific 
contributing factors, successes, and challenges. As a collective body the team will work with 
facilitators to discuss the additional information needed to ensure that the Black and Hispanic 





To date it has not been determined when state assessment data will be available. In 
previous years this data is available the summer preceding the school year. In addition, this data 
is generally only available to the principal and is embargoed until August of the next school year. 
Although principals and teachers are participating in this professional development, by law 
principals would not be permitted to release the state level data to the participating teachers until 
late August. Therefore a summative evaluation is currently not a feasible tool for evaluating the 
success or challenges of this project study. However, once the summative data is permitted for 
release, the cohort that is set to begin the second year of the systemic professional development 
session can use it.  
There are many stakeholders in this project study, including the Northeast School District 
Executive Cabinet, Instructional Directors, principals, teachers, and students. Overall, the 
members of executive cabinet are concerned about student achievement. In the Northeast School 
District, the superintendent and members of the executive cabinet have identified literacy as the 
district-wide instructional focus. Specifically, the cabinet has implemented a Coherence 
Framework with literacy at the core, and evaluates the interdependence of various aspects of the 
school district (culture, systems, resources, stakeholders, and environment) reinforce and support 
the implementation of various instructional improvement strategies (Community Research 
Partner, 2015). The focus on enhancing the literacy proficiency levels of Black students in this 
district where they make up the majority of the students enrolled is critical. It is assumed that the 
Northeast School District executive cabinet will evaluate this program against its Coherence 




Implication Including Social Change 
Local Community 
As the data in Tables 4 – 9 illustrate, there is a Black and Hispanic achievement gap at 
the school and district level in the Northeast School District. Principals in this study expressed 
the lack of consistent systemic professional development on instructional strategies to assist 
Black below grade level readers move to proficiency in literacy. Specifically, stated the positive 
correlation between Hispanic ELL students’ receipt of ELL instructional strategies and higher 
literacy proficiency levels. This project study provides administrators and general educators with 
the additional instructional strategies needed to enhance the foundational reading skills of Black 
SELstudents.  
Administrators and teachers in this Northeast state are required to renew their teaching 
certificate every six years. The Northeast School District can offer this professional development 
series to participants with a workshop pay option, or for credit based on the Northeast State 
Board of Education guidelines. All teachers in the Northeast School District must participate in 
professional development annually in order to fulfill the requirements for the observation 
process. Each teacher can document this professional development series for an entire year. 
Lesson planning documents, learning walkthrough recordings, and teacher reflections can serve 
as evidence of teacher full participation. Finally, principals can use this professional 
development series as an instructional focus for their school to improve overall literacy 





This project study has the potential to become an on-going series for current teachers in 
the Northeast School District. In order to develop novice teachers and provide proactive support 
to new teachers, this professional development series can be a part of a systemic New Teachers’ 
Academy, or can be provided as a series for veteran teachers in search of increasing their 
instructional toolkit to better meet the needs of their students. Those successfully completing the 
series can; serve as mentors in their schools; facilitate future professional development series for 
the school system; as well as open their classrooms as models for systemic walkthroughs.  
The Black and Hispanic achievement gap and the Black/White achievement gaps are not 
isolated issues to this Northeast School District. The Black/White achievement gap continues to 
be a national issue. In addition, the Black and Hispanic gap exists at the national level as 
evidenced by the data in Table 1 of this project study. This professional development series can 
be duplicated in other school districts to assist with both the Black and White and Black and 
Hispanic achievement gaps. This project study has potential to assist failing school systems 
increase student achievement by enhancing teacher instructional practices.  
Conclusion 
Section 3 provides begins with an overview of a description and goals for this project 
study. Next a rationale is provided to explain why a systemic professional development plan is 
the best method for addressing the problem in this project study. Based on the data collected 
from the participating principals, a second literature review is provided to discuss themes not 
addressed in the Section 2 literature review (Adult Learning Theory, Effective Professional 




study will be implemented in the Northeast School District follows and includes potential 
supports and barriers that may affect the professional development series. The implementation 
subsection concludes with an explanation of the roles of all stakeholders and a description of 
how the project study will be evaluated. Section 3 ends this with an overview of how this project 
study will create social change within the local and far-reaching communities of education.  
Section 4 of the research study discusses the strengths and limitations of the project. A 
reflection of my scholarly journey is discussed through multiple lenses such as scholarship, 
leadership, practitioner, and project developer. Section 4 will conclude the project study by 
focusing on its potential to impact social change in education, applications to current educational 







Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 
Introduction 
 Section 4 of this project study focuses on my learning as a reflective practitioner. 
Section 4 begins with an overview of this project study’s strengths and limitations in addressing 
the problem of the Black and Hispanic achievement gap in literacy. An overview of my learning 
in regards to scholarship, project development, leadership, and change is provided. This is 
followed by an in-depth analysis of myself as a scholar, practitioner, and project developer. 
Section 4 concludes with a discussion of the project’s potential impact on social change, and 
implications for future research.  
Project Strengths 
Effective professional development is not only a high-quality experience, but is directly 
correlated to teacher practice (Archibald, Coggshall, Croft, & Goe, 2011). This professional 
development series is designed to increase the instructional toolkit of general education teachers 
responsible for moving struggling Black SELreaders to proficiency. A strength of this project 
study is the enhancement of general education teacher practice on the use of ELL instructional 
strategies with Black SELstruggling readers. The accountability factor is also a strength of this 
project, because teachers and administrators are responsible for implementation, collecting, and 
monitoring data, all of which is shared and used to begin the next session’s discussion.  
Much of the research on the achievement gap focuses on the issues between Black and 
White students. This study identifies a growing gap in literacy achievement between Black and 
Hispanic students. It also provides specific instructional strategies administrators and teachers 




Black/SELs. As the number of ELL students continues to rise, elementary schools throughout the 
country will be faced with learning ELL instructional strategies (Honigsfeld, 2009). Since these 
instructional strategies provide the foundation for literacy achievement and have proven to 
increase the academic achievement of Hispanic students, school districts can replicate this 
project study to combat the Black/White achievement gap as well. 
Recommendations for Remediation of Limitations 
The role of the project coordinator of this professional development series is very 
detailed. It requires a lot of preparation time, and time in schools as an observer of instructional 
practice. As a principal of a large, Title I, ELL school I am responsible for instructional practice 
and student achievement within my own school. Serving as project coordinator would be a 
limitation due to the extreme commitment needed to ensure the success of not only this 
professional development series, but also the academic achievement of my own school. One way 
to remediate this limitation is to work directly with the Northeast School District to define the 
expectations of the program coordinator and the expectations of my role as a principal. With my 
immediate supervisor and associate superintendent, a plan can be devised that provides a gradual 
release of responsibilities to my assistant principals, which will provide additional time for me to 
serve with fidelity as the program manager of the professional development series.  
A second limitation of this project study is the role of the principals’ responsibilities in 
this project. Currently principals have the responsibilities for monitoring the instruction of 
teachers formally and informally, assisting teachers with the development of student learning 
objectives and monitoring them throughout the school year, the accountability of all assessment 




effectiveness of systems and operation. There may be some resistance to a professional 
development series that requires additional time for attendance and monitoring. For this reason, I 
propose that the Northeast School District pilot this project first with the five principals and two 
substitute participants from this study. This would provide a cohort of principals that are 
dedicated to the process, and a year to remediate any issues that may occur and cause widespread 
difficulties on a larger scale. This is the same method of implementation for a data analysis 
initiative in the Northeast School District, therefore it will be received well by the executive 
cabinet as a proposed initiation. 
Scholarship 
 Draeger (2013) stated that scholarship is a form of in-depth learning that promotes the 
connection of a variety of information across disciplines. Throughout this project study, I learned 
that scholarship requires understanding published research in the field of education, but also 
determining the gaps within the research. These gaps provide opportunities to extend the field of 
understanding, and the methodologies for increasing student achievement. For example, this 
project study began as research on struggling, Black, readers in elementary school, however this 
data brought me back to the Black/White achievement gap, which has been studied since the 
desegregation of schools. As I began to compare the data across various races and ethnicities, I 
found the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. My review of scholarly journal articles revealed 
no evidence of research on this academic discrepancy, and initiated my scholarly contribution to 





Project development must be grounded in effective processes, which can only be found in 
the scholarly research. As the project coordinator, I learned the importance of providing 
research-based instruction that has proven positive outcomes on student achievement. I also 
learned the importance of developing a professional development series that is differentiated 
based on the needs of teachers and administrators, and also designed to fill the instructional gap 
that is the focus of my school district as well. The development of this professional development 
series stresses not only teacher-directed learning time, but also the opportunities for application 
through lesson planning, and reflective practice. I learned that professional development alone 
does not improve instructional practice and student achievement. There must be buy-in, time for 
participants to be vulnerable through expression of challenges, opportunities for the cohort to 
work together to assist each other with problem solving and the sharing of successes, and 
accountability through the observations and the monitoring of student data.  
Leadership and Change 
Kotter (2012) stated that leadership parallels people to the overall vision of an 
organization. This project study has taught me the importance of ensuring that professional 
development is consistent and supports the vision and mission of a school district. As discussed 
by participants during the interviews, there is a lack of consistent professional development that 
focuses on instructional strategies to improve the literacy proficiency of Black SEL students. 
When developing this project study, I realized the need for a professional development series 
that differs from current offerings. In order to gain district level buy-in, I learned that his project 




learned that in order to create such a change in the professional development offerings, this 
project study would have to be supported by colleagues and teachers. The creation of this 
professional development series has taught me the importance of culture and educator mindset 
when developing a professional development plan. In order to motivate the actions of others to 
change instructional practices, a school district must motivate and inspire the appropriate people 
towards a common goal.  
Analysis of Self as a Scholar 
My journey as a scholar in the field of education began at Walden University. I have 
learned a lot about myself as a scholar through the research process. My goal as an educator has 
always been to contribute to the development of a positive society. The doctoral study process 
taught me how to focus my goal into individual areas. I have learned the need to inform myself 
using as many scholarly resources as possible, search for a gap in the literature, and how to 
develop a project that fills a void in my field. This process has taught me that my work as a 
principal is one piece of changing the field of education as a whole. It will be through my 
dedication to continuous professional development and research that will assist me in 
consistently positively impacting education. As a candidate for my doctoral degree, I have 
learned that there are many other topics that I am interested in studying. My work has provided a 
clear understanding of the process and patience that is required when contributing to the 
bountiful research that comprises education. I have the foresight to identify issues and develop 
plans of action from an unbiased approach that will allow me to develop distinguished work to 
move student achievement throughout our nation. I have learned that my work as a scholar and 




Analysis of Self as a Practitioner 
The Walden University doctoral program has allowed me to move beyond simple 
research around problems in education. I have learned the steps needed to not only create a 
possible solution, but also the importance of practicing these solutions, and adapting my 
strategies as needed. I have learned that my role as a principal is so much greater than monitoring 
teachers’ instructional strategies, but also includes my instructional practices as well. When 
planning professional development for my staff, I must ensure that all presentations include 
research-based strategies on adult learning theory and effective professional development 
standards. Although my study focuses on a large, urban, public school district, I have learned 
that the practice of moving student achievement with below grade level students maintains 
similar obstacles. Overall, this doctoral program has encouraged me to continue my practice as a 
reflective practitioner. This will allow me to constantly improve my overall practice to ensure I 
am meeting the needs of my students and staff.  
Analysis of Self as a Project Developer 
Project development is a difficult process. This project study taught me how to consider 
the different caveats that may effect professional development. I have learned the importance of 
completing a needs assessment to determine the current state of what has been provided, and 
what those in the field are requesting to complete their jobs successfully. As a project developer, 
I learned that in order to create change in instructional practice, professional development must 
be aligned to the vision and mission of the school district. This creates the support needed at the 
district level to ensure implementation can take place. As a professional developer, I also learned 




an environment of no-fault, and the need for time to problem-solve as a cohort to ensure every 
educator’s success. 
The Project’s Potential Impact on Social Change 
I believe that social change is grounded in social justice. Social justice is not only 
inspired by “an intellectual ideal, but also by moral outrage at the unmet needs of students” 
(Marshall & Oliva, 2009, p. 7). As a 21st Century principal, I consider myself a social justice 
leader. I have also struggled with understanding why Black students consistently perform at 
lower proficiency levels than their peers. My work in this project study addresses the need in our 
society to stop focusing on identifying the problem of below grade level literacy achievement 
among Black students and shift towards providing quality instruction that will alleviate this 
issue.  
The project has the potential to impact social change beyond the Northeast School 
District. The Black/White achievement gap is an issue in various states throughout our country. 
This professional development series can be tailored to the needs of administrators and teachers 
in other school districts and implemented to support other district’s systemic initiatives around 
increasing the reading proficiency of Black SEL students. For those school systems experiencing 
an influx of ELL students, this project study can begin the process of providing general 
education teachers the instructional strategies to enhance the language acquisition and inevitably 
student achievement of ELLs in the classroom. The principals in this study discussed the need 
for ELL instructional strategies, cultural proficiency, and differentiated instruction for 
Black/SELs in the undergraduate setting. This project study has the potential to serve as the 




preparing to work in urban, Title I, or schools experiencing the Black and White or Black and 
Hispanic achievement gap. 
Implications, Applications, and Direction for Future Research 
According to the literature reviewed, there is a need for additional research on 
professional development in the area of specific instructional strategies that can be implemented 
to improve Black SEL student achievement in reading. There is also evidence of a need to 
expand scholarly research to focus on the growing Hispanic/Black achievement gap in literacy. 
Future research implications should include the perspective of classroom teachers on their needs 
to increase the literacy proficiency with Black SEL students. Inevitably this project study can be 
expanded even further through the development of parent workshops on understanding language 
and vocabulary.  
 The data collected via principals’ perspectives is evidence that this professional 
development series can extend beyond ELL schools experiencing the Black and Hispanic 
achievement gap, but to any schools in the Northeast School District with below grade level 
Black SEL students. Future research would provide the data needed to adjust this professional 
development series to meet the needs of schools experiencing the Black/White achievement gap, 
and schools in need of additional strategies to move below grade level Black/SELs to proficiency 
in reading.  
The intent of this project study is to eliminate the Hispanic/Black achievement gap in the 
Northeast School District. Prior to the start of every school year, teachers new to the Northeast 
School District are required to attend the Professional Educator Induction Program. Further 




instruction to struggling Black/SELs. Based on the data collected from further research, the 
professional development series could be used as the basis for the creation of an undergraduate 
elementary education course at a local university. It could also serve as a module of a course of 
differentiating instruction. 
Balanced literacy instruction is a requirement in all Kindergarten through sixth grade 
classrooms. As found in this study, the current small group instructional techniques are not 
providing all below grade level students with the support needed to be proficient readers. Future 
research can involve the perspectives of teachers to determine avenues for including ELL 
instructional strategies during daily whole and small group instruction. This could possibly lead 
to an extension of the Balanced Literacy instructional model currently used in the field of 
education. 
Conclusion 
Section 4 of this project study serves as a space for reflective practice. I was able to 
reflect and express the study from conception to conclusion. The strengths of the study as well as 
possible limitations are provided. Remediation strategies for all limitations are provided to 
ensure the best application of the professional development series. A discussion of my learning 
in relation to scholarship and leadership and change is included. The inclusion of scholarship 
expresses my understanding of the process to produce a study credible of being a part of the field 
of educational research. Leadership and change explains the key components needed to initiate, 
advocate, and deliver this professional development series in the Northeast School District. A 
reflection of my learning in regards to myself as a scholar and practitioner is included as a means 




throughout this doctoral journal. Section 4 concludes with a correlation of the study to social 
change within our society and the field of education and the implication for future research and 
application. 
This project study permitted a forum for principals of large, urban, Title I elementary 
schools to express their perspectives on the Black and Hispanic achievement gap. The analysis of 
data revealed the needed for consistent systemic professional development for administrators and 
teachers on specific instructional strategies to increase Black SEL student achievement in 
literacy. The research also expressed the positive effects of ELL instructional strategies on 
Hispanic ELL student achievement, and the necessity for professional development on these 
strategies for all general education teachers to increase the literacy proficiency of Black SEL 
students. The project is designed to provide a year-long professional development series for a 
cohort of principals and teachers of schools experiencing the Hispanic/Black achievement gap. 
The cohort will work collaboratively to learn and master ELL instructional strategies, plan 
literacy instruction that includes these strategies, and monitor their progress with students 
through learning walkthroughs, and student Literacy assessment data. This collaborative effort 
between the Northeast School District, principals, and teachers will influence social change as 
their success with implementation will effect not only future professional development in this 
district, but will be a catalyst for addressing the achievement gap and Black SEL students’ 
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Appendix A: The Project 
  Using ELL Instructional Strategies with Black SEL Students in Reading 
 The purpose of this professional development series is to teach administrators and 
teachers English language learner (ELL) instructional strategies for the use with Black 
SELbelow grade level readers. Participants are expected to plan literacy lessons with the cohort 
and implement these plans in their schools. As a result, Black SEL students will receive 
additional support needed to create a strong foundation in reading and progress them to 
independent proficient readers. The learning outcomes for this professional development series 
are as follows, 
Administrators and teachers will work collaboratively to: 
• Learn and understand ELL instructional strategies such as cultural proficiency, language 
acquisition, and academic vocabulary development. 
• Design lesson plans for whole and small group Literacy instruction that includes the use 
of ELL instructional strategies to differentiate instruction for Black SEL students. 
• Implement lesson plans developed during this professional development series within 
their classroom on a daily basis. 
• Participate in learning walkthroughs within their own school and others within the cohort 
to provide feedback on implementation as well as gain new ideas. 
• Support all members of the cohort during reflections of challenges, and assist in the 
development of re-teaching lesson as needed. 
• Collect and progress monitor student data to ensure on-going evidence of student 
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electronic evaluation 
regarding their 
learning and practical 
application of 
information. 
Information will also 
be gathered on 
changes needed for 
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